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On the challenge of dealing with 
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People Who “Play Office”
A long, long time ago in an

organization far, far away, I needed a
parking space for a visitor. So I called
“Joe,” the person who controlled these
parking spaces. (I could have de-
scribed Joe as the person who allo-
cated these spaces, but as you will
see, “controlled” is much more accu-
rate than “allocated.”)

Joe told me “no,” explaining that
for this particular day and time, all of
the parking spaces were already tak-
en. When the day arrived—you know
where this is going—there were, in
fact, several spaces available.

A few weeks later, I again needed a
parking space for a visitor. So, I again
called “Joe.” And Joe said “no,” again,
explaining that all the spaces were
taken. As politely as possible, I noted
that he had said the same thing the
last time and, on that day, spaces
had, indeed, been available.

This fact had zero impact. As I had
expected, Joe did not change his
mind or his decision. Still, before I
could take a second step, I first had
to ask Joe.

My second step? I had learned (an
even longer time ago) that, when you
have a reasonable request and some-
one responds with a perfunctory “no,”
an effective next step is to call this
person’s boss.

So I called Joe’s boss and asked for
a parking space for my guest. Of
course, Joe’s boss responded, “talk
with Joe.” I replied, “I already have”
and explained that Joe had told me
“no.”

Saying nothing more about Joe,
his boss simply gave me the space.

On another occasion, I needed a
room. First, I checked whether the
room I wanted was available. It was.

Then I called Susie, the person
responsible for controlling (again, not
allocating but controlling) rooms.
Naturally, Susie, told me “no,” not
even bothering to offer an explana-
tion. All I got was “no.”

Obviously—as you have figured out
—I immediately called Susie’s boss.

She must have been familiar with
Susie’s pattern of behavior. For she
didn’t ask any questions. She just
gave me the room.

When I inquired as to why Susie
had not given me the room that was
obviously available, her boss simply
replied: “Some people just love to play
office.”

“Play office.” Those two words cap-
ture too much of the behavior of too
many people who work in large orga-
nizations. And it doesn’t make much
difference whether they work in a
public, a private, or a nonprofit
organization. Some people simply
enjoy “playing office.”

Maybe when they were children,
their parents gave them the Pretend
and Play Office Set. After all, this
“realistic 74-piece set . . . includes a
desk calendar, pretend stapler, cell
phone with sound, ID badge and
many other office essentials”—even a
stack of paychecks.” And what edu-
cated parent can resist a toy that has
won awards from Oppenheim Toy
Portfolio, Crea-tive Child Magazine,
and BabyZone Amazing Toy.

Moreover, the Pretend & Play Office
Set is designed for children ages three
to eight.  Can’t start too soon.

And even if you decide not to shell
out $35 (plus tax and shipping) for
your child’s personal version of the
“Pretend and Play Office Set,” the
curriculum at his or her preschool
might include Pretend Play Office in
Preschool.

This “play office” includes, for ex-
ample, sticky notes “because lets be

honest, what is an office without
sticky notes?”

Indeed, the designer of this “office”
reports: “This Pretend Office was such
a hit with students. They loved pick-
ing up the phone to talk, writing
memos and typing.”

I wonder whether they also love
practicing their authority by telling
people “No!”?

Given that children are learning to
play office at such an early age, we
should not be surprised that by the
time they are “adults” (chronologi-
cally, anyway) that they have mas-
tered the real game of “playing office.”

Joe and Susie were undoubtedly
annoyed with my willingness to ap-
peal their “No.” to their boss. Still,
what could they do? How could they
retaliate?

When I again ask them for another
parking space or a classroom, they
can tell me “no.” But they know I will
respond by calling their boss. And
given that I only make one type of
request from each—a parking space
or a room—they have no other way to
retaliate.

Why do organizations keep their
Joes and Susies around? Why does
Joe’s boss and Susie’s boss have to
devote their valuable time coping with
their subordinates’ fondness for say-
ing “No.” And if (for some reason) the
organization needs to keep Joe and
Susie around, why doesn’t the organi-
zation give them assignments from
which they can’t throw wrenches  into
the organization’s operating machin-
ery. (Is Siberia far enough?)

Otherwise everyone has to master
the game of playing office. d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government. In March
2019, he will again chair Harvard’s
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

Some people “love to play office.”
They enjoy exercising their au-
thority by saying “No.” “Having
access to this resource may help 
you do your job. But I don’t have
to give it to you, so I won’t.” Now
it is your turn to “play office”:
Call this person’s boss.

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: https://TheBehnReport.hks.Harvard.edu/.  It’s free! 

 For the inside secrets about Driving Government Performance, go to:  http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport.
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On why evwery public manager needs to personally identify
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 15, No. 9, May 2018

His or Her Own Managerial Goldilocks Zone
Every public manager confronts a

spectrum of performance deficits.
Some are big and complex. Many of

these performance deficits have a sig-
nificant, deleterious impact on the
results that the organization seeks to
produce for citizens. It will take even
an experienced manager years—may-
be a decade—to eliminate (even miti-
gate) all of their deleterious impacts.

Some are small and simple. An
experienced public manager can eas-
ily eliminate them, though doing so
won’t accomplish very much.

Other performance deficits are in
the manager’s “Goldilocks Zone.” For
an experienced, public manager these
performance deficits are neither too
big nor too small—neither too com-
plex nor too simple. Every experi-
enced public manager has a collection
of these.

When an experienced public man-
ager is faced with a performance defi-
cit in his or her Goldilocks Zone, this
manager might easily invent a cre-
ative strategy for eliminating it. After
all, this manager has made a career
of eliminating—or, at least, mitigat-
ing—a large diversity of performance
deficits.  

This manager’s leadership strategy
will, certainly, focus on the important
public purpose for which the organi-
zation has been given responsibility.
It will include a specific target that,
when achieved, will have a significant
and visible impact on results.

Moreover, this will be a motiva-
tional strategy, designed to inspire
everyone in the organization (plus its
collaborators) to implement the strat-
egy to achieve the target with intelli-
gence, dedication, and creativity.

First, however, comes an analytical
question: “Which of the problems that
I now face are ‘big and complex’?
Which are ‘small and simple’? And
which ones fall in my ‘Goldilocks
Zone’ ? ”

This triage task might appear to be
rather straightforward. The big and
complex problem looks . . . well . . .

really big and really complex. (Think
of Ed Sullivan saying “Really Big.”)

Previously, several accomplished
public managers may have attempted
to eliminate one or more of these
performance deficits. Yet, all have
been unsuccessful. It doesn’t make
sense to tackle one of these first.

Really small and simple problems
would also . . . obviously . . . be very
small and very simple. Give each to
an intern. (You’ll quickly learn who is
competent.)

For even the experienced manager,
the real challenge is to identify the
performance deficits that belong in
his or her Goldilocks Zone—and then
to pick one.

Every public manager’s Goldilocks
Zone is, however, personal. It is shap-
ed by the manager’s experiences—by
the nature of the performance deficits
that the manager has previously fig-
ured out how to eliminate or mitigate.

After all, each experienced man-
ager has produced different results in
different circumstances. Each has a
personal portfolio of problems and
strategies, successes and failures.
Therefore, each has learned multiple,
personal lessons.

Consequently, when it comes time
to triage—when it is time to select on
which performance deficit to focus
next—the manager is making both a
professional and a personal choice.
This manager could ask a colleague
for advice, but this colleague’s judg-
ment would be based on his or her
own professional experiences.
 One experienced manager might

assign a problem to his or her
Goldilocks zone.  Others might think
it is trivial. Another might decide it
was too complex to tackle.

The more performance deficits with
which the manager has wrestled, the
broader and deeper will be his or her
repertoire of performance strategies —
and, consequently, the bigger will be
this manager’s Goldilocks Zone.

Thus different managers will put
different performance deficits in their
personal Goldilocks zone.

These are all professional—yet also
personal—choices. Whether a man-
ager can create a strategy for elimi-
nating a specific performance deficit
will depend upon his or her profes-
sional experience. Has the manager
seen problems with similar charac-
teristics—not necessarily problems
with identical features or from the
same policy field—but problems from
which previous experience suggests
how to craft an effective strategy.
Maybe this manager has seen and
solved problems with similar organi-
zational complications, or similar
motivational challenges, or similar
resource constraints. If so, this man-
ager may have found a problem in his
or her own Goldilocks zone.

In contrast, other managers might
lack even an initial idea about how to
approach this problem. After all, each
manager’s Goldilocks zone is per-
sonal. It contains only problems that
the individual manager can structure,
can create a strategy for dealing with
this structure and has the resources
necessary to implement this strategy,
which includes talented and dedi-
cated staff and collaborators. d

Robert D. Behn, is a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government. In September 
2018, he will again chair Harvard’s
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.”
Also, his book, The PerformanceStat
Potential, is available in paperback.

Many public managers have a
personal Goldilocks Zone—a set
of perfromance deficits that are
neither too big and complex nor
too trival.  From years of experi-
ence, these managers have devel-
oped leadership strategies to
eliminate or mitigate each.

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: https://TheBehnReport.hks.Harvard.edu/.  It’s free! 
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On why managers and citizens need to recognized that people design systems because
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 13, No. 8, April 2018

“This Way It’s Easier for Us”
Did you every wonder about the

multitude of official rules, formal
procedures, historical traditions,
obligatory practices, and implicit
behaviors that govern how an organi-
zation does its work? . . . How your
organization does its work?

Did you ever ask (yourself or some-
one else) the obvious question: “Why?
Why do we do it ‘that way’ ? ”

What answer did you get?
There are, of course, a variety of

traditional answers:
“The boss says we should do it 

‘ that way.’ ”
“The legislature directed us to

do it ‘that way.’ ”
“The judiciary requires us to do

it ‘that way.’ ”
“The lawyers told us that (to

stay out of trouble) we must
do it ‘ that way.’ ”

Thus, wanting to stay out of trouble,
everyone in the organization will cer-
tainly always do it “that way.”

These explanations all have one
thing in common: Someone—or some
collection of someones—issued a dic-
tate: “Thou shalt do it ‘that way.’ ”

No analysis. No debate. No argu-
ment. End of discussion.

Of course, there also exists a tradi-
tional answer to the question—an
answer that does not reflect a deci-
sion by some higher authority: 

“Because we have always done
it ‘that way.’ ”

This response is an all-purpose
bureaucratic cliche. Anyone who
offers it is also asserting that “I am
not authorized to make a change. I
certainly am not responsible for mak-
ing a change:

Yes: We have always done it that
way. But I’m only a small cog in to-
day’s “we.” In fact, neither the “we”
who originally designed “it,” nor the
“we” who continue to insist that “we
do it that way,” do not include me.

This all-purpose excuse comes, if
only by default, with the obvious
exculpation: “Hey, I’m not in charge.”

Indeed, the “we” who have always
done it this way consists of people
who—everyone knows—are not in the
least bit in charge. They are doing it

the way it has always been done,
because they have no authority to
make any modifications. 

When they first came to work, they
were directed: “This is how we do it.”
So they saluted.

They are in the same position as
the cavalry in Tennyson’s Charge of
the Light Brigade:

Someone had blundered.
Theirs not to make reply,
Theirs not to reason why,
Theirs but to do and die.
Into the valley of Death
Rode the six hundred.

Fortunately, most of today’s public
employees are not commanded to ride
into a literal “valley of Death.”

Nevertheless, their superiors may
ask them to ride into some bureau-
cratic equivalent. They will, of course,
recognize that someone has “blun-
dered.” And although they will not
physically die, by not making a reply,
by not trying to publicly reason why,
they will be professionally tainted by
their participation in their organiza-
tion’s infamous “blunder.”

Similarly, they don’t ask the obvi-
ous question: “Why are we doing it
that way?” They don’t ask the even
more fundamental question: “Why are
we doing this at all?” They recognize
the danger in either question.

Instead, they simply do it the way
they have always done it.

Sometimes, however, people in an
organization get to decide how they
will do it. Maybe nobody cared. Maybe
a few people did care, but they lacked
the time or status to analyze the vari-
ous possible ways to do it.

Still, there had to be “a way”—
some consistent way that everyone

does it. Otherwise, not only would
those in the organization be confused.
Everyone that dealt with the organiza-
tion would also be confused.

Individuals can’t choose how to file
their tax returns. Individuals can’t
choose what driver’s test they will
take to get their license. There has to
be some consistency—even if, as Em-
erson observed, “foolish consistency is
the hobgoblin of little minds.”

Of course, if the organization does
get to choose—if superiors do not tell
it how to its job—it will need to gener-
ate an explanation for why it does
things one way rather than another. 

A long time ago, in a college far, far
away, a faculty member walked into
the campus library, to check out the
latest issues of several political sci-
ence journals. To his surprise, he
discovered that the arrangement of
these journals on the shelves had
been significantly changed.

Previously, the journals had been
grouped alphabetically by academic
discipline. The political science jour-
nals were all together and easy to
find—located between the physics
journals and the psychology journals.

The librarians had decided, how-
ever, to reorganize the shelves. No
longer were they grouped by disci-
plines. Now they were all arranged
alphabetically. 

This faculty member pointed out 
that he found the previous system
was easier for him.  After all, now the
American Political Science Review was
located between American Poetry Re-
view and American Psychologist.

This faculty member pointed out 
that, with the previous system, he
found it much easier to locate the
political science journals.

Yes, replied the librarian. “But this
way it’s easier for us.” d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government, chairs the
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
has been published by Brookings.

How do organization’s design 
their work—their procedures,
their systems—the way they do?
It could be because they want to
make it easier for the rest of the
world to interact with the organi-
zation. Or, it could be because
“this way it is easier for us.”
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Definition of Winning: Real & Moral, not Dumb
In baseball, the rule is clear.  There

is no such thing as a “moral victory.”
Only real victories count.

I’m sorry.  Breaking up a no-hitter
doesn’t count as any kind of victory,
unless, of course, breaking up the no-
hitter actually produces a real win.

After all, in baseball, the rules of
winning are very explicit:  At the end
of the game, the team with the most
runs wins. (Just check this morning’s
standings.)

This is a beauty of baseball, in-
deed, of all sports.  At the end of the
game, everyone knows who won.

The same is true at the end of the
season. Everyone knows: The team
that won the most games in its league
won the season. And, now this team
has the opportunity to win the sport’s
championship.

Nevertheless, at the beginning of
the season, some teams know: We
aren’t going to win the championship.
We didn’t win last year, and we don’t
have the talent necessary to win this
year. This team is realistic.

Still, this team hopes to improve.
Last year, the team won 30% of its
games. This year, it wants to win
40%. For next year, the team’s target
is to win 50% of its games.

The team does aspire to win the
championship—not, however, this
year. Instead, they develop a plan—a
multi-year trajectory that will make
them competitive in three years.
Then, in year four, they plan to have
a chance to “win the whole kielbasa.”

In the coming year, for this team,
“winning” is losing “only” 60% of its
games. If it wins 40% of its games, it
will be satisfied. It will have achieved
its own—established and very specific
—definition of winning.

What, however, is the definition of
winning for a public agency? What is
success? What should the agency
seek to accomplish this year?

Has the agency’s leadership team
thought seriously about its definition
of success?  Has it defined what win-
ing means for the current fiscal year?

Maybe the legislature or the elected
chief executive has already defined
what the agency has to do to “win.” In

that case, the leadership team needs
to design an implementation strategy.

If, however, the organization has
been given no authoritative definition
of winning, the leadership team needs
to create one. Otherwise, everyone in
the organization will continue to
simply follow their own, established
operating procedures.

Most public managers—and most
of the people in most public agen-
cies—don’t think in terms of “win-
ning.” They may think about dutifully 
following all the required procedures.
Indeed, they may focus on making
sure that they don’t violate any of the
rules that establish these procedures.

I have often told a story about a
task force on which I served. We were
asked by the executive of a large pub-
lic agency to review its management
approach, strategies, and practices.

We interviewed all of the middle
managers who reported to this execu-
tive. One member of our task force -
asked everyone how the director eval-
uated his or her performance.

The question was embarrassing.
The answers even more so. And the
only response offered by more than
one manager was: “I guess if I keep
my name out of the newspaper I’m
doing a good job.”

That’s winning? Keeping your
name out of the newspapers is “win-
ning.” That is a “success”?

Yes, your traditional city-hall or
state-house journalist does not cover
public agencies with the same ap-
proach that Boston’s baseball report-
ers cover the Red Sox. Nevertheless,
all reporters like a good story. And
winning can be a good story.

In fact, if “winning” accomplishes a

significant public purpose—if it prod-
uces a real result that no one thought
was possible, it might make a very
good story.

Suppose, for example, a public
agency announced its definition of
winning for the next fiscal year. Sup-
pose it was clear about its short-run
and long-run objectives. Suppose it
even suggested a way to keep score.

That certainly won’t keep the name
of the agency executive—or the names
of its key managers—out of the news-
papers.  But it might provide all of the
agency’s staff—and all of its collabo-
rators some clear motivation.

Significantly, the definition of win-
ning for a public agency, would be
about more than entertainment. An
agency’s definition of winning would
provide an explicit sense of purpose: 
An important public purpose. A moral
purpose.

Of course, public officials—and
thus public agency’s—can have dumb
purposes too.

During the Cuban Missile Crisis,
President Kennedy, the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, and others in the Pentagon
debated strategy and tactics. Several,
including Air Force general Thomas
Power, advocated a nuclear assault
on the Soviet Union.

Indeed, Power’s views on both
strategy and purpose were well
known. Once in a strategic discussion
about the possibility of nuclear war
with the Soviet Union, Power had
complained:  “Why are you so con-
cerned with saving their lives?  The
whole idea is to kill the bastards. At
the end of the war if there are two
Americans and one Russian left alive,
we win!”

I don’t know about you, but for me
that’s not winning. Actually, it’s a
very dumb definition of winning. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

What is “winning” in a public
agency?  What is everyone in the
agency trying to accomplish this
year. Too often, a public agency’s
leadership team has failed to
articulate what the agency is
trying to accomplish. As a result,
no one knows what winning is.  
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Fix The Persistent (and Growing) Backlog
If you want to invent something, do

not invent it in Brazil. Or, if you do
invent it in Brazil, get it patented in
some other country.

Why? Because the Brazilian Patent
and Trademark Office (BPTO) has a
big backlog of patent applications.
Last June, it stood at 350,000 appli-
cations. (One source reports that it
takes 8½ years for a patent applica-
tion to be approved or rejected.)

The BPTO has 325 examiners who
each process roughly 55 applications
a year. Thus, the office can discharge
about 18,000 applications per year.
(Obviously, few of these numbers are
accurate to three significant figures.)
This means it will take Brazil over 19
years to eliminate the backlog.

Of course, while the BPTO works
on its existing patent applications,
thousands of geniuses and crackpots
will file even more.

Thus, the Great Sewage Equation
applies: “Patents In” minus “Patents
Out” equals “Patents Stuck in the
Pipe.” And given that 24,000 patent
applications were filed in Brazil in
2006 (the latest year for which I could
find any data), and given that 24,000
is greater than 18,000, the number of
patents stuck in the pipe grow each
and every year by 6,000.

So unless, Brazil’s geniuses and
crackpots start applying for patents
in other countries, the backlog won’t
go down. It will continue to go up.

Of course, the Brazilian Patent and
Trademark Office isn’t the only public
agency with a backlog. In the U.S.,
multiple public agencies have multi-
ple backlogs.

At the Department of Veterans
Affairs, the number of appeals filed by
veterans about their disability pay-
ments has consistently exceeded the
number the VA can process, creating
a backlog of over 450,000 appeals.
(Last year, Congress allocated more
funds to attack the backlog.)

The U.S. Department of Homeland
Security has a backlog of roughly
half-a-million requests for security

clearances (from employees of both
the government and its contractors).
Some have waited nearly a year, while
others simply opted for other jobs
that did not require a clearance.

And at the Office of Personnel
Management, both the Civil Service
Retirement System and the Federal
Employees Retirement System have a
backlog of new claims for retirement
benefits that fluctuates monthly be-
tween 15,000 and 24,000.

Of course, when a business has a
backlog it might be a positive sign—
though the firm will want to fix it
quickly. If the firm does not have
enough inventory to satisfy customer
demand—if it has a backlog of unful-
filled orders—it is producing a prod-
uct or service that people do value.

The firm does, however, have an
obvious incentive to fix its backlog. If
it does not, it will lose sales to its
competitors.

Still, let’s be honest: Backlogs are
boring. No management association
gives an annual Top-Backlog-Fixer
Award. Eliminating a backlog brings
no fame. No glory.

Nevertheless, backlogs annoy peo-
ple. They annoy inventors. They an-
noy prospective employees (and their
prospective employers). A backlog
gives an organization—and its leader-
ship team—a bad name.

Indeed, the bane of modern organi-
zations is the backlog. It always starts
small, but then it grows . . . bigger . . . 
and Bigger . . . and even BIGGER.

Simultaneously, as this backlog
grows, the organization’s reputation

for competence shrinks: If it can’t
complete a simple, operational task
swiftly, repeatedly, and accurately,
how can the organization succeed at
a more complex and sophisticated
responsibility?

Indeed, how can a manager claim
to be even merely competent if his or
her team cannot eliminate the obvi-
ous plague of an annoying backlog
that is undermining performance?

This is not a government problem.
It is a large-organization problem.
Any organization—public, private,
non-profit—can have a backlog. If one
of the organization’s core responsibili-
ties is to respond to requests—and if
the humans making such a request -
have a reasonable expectation that
they will receive an appropriate and
expeditious response—these humans
will inevitably be unhappy. They are
unhappy because they are human.

This applies to when you order a
product on line and it doesn’t arrive
for weeks. It applies when you call a
help line and are required to listen to
annoying music until you hang up. It
applies when, to renew your driver’s
license, you stand in line (though
sometimes you can do this on-line).

Your Department of Motor Vehicles
has a bad rap not because its backlog
is worse than all the others. The
DMV’s disadvantage is that its back-
log is visible. Everyone experiences
the backlog. That’s why every come-
dian’s DMV joke guarantees a laugh.
Everyone gets it.

The DMV joke is based on the as-
sumption that a long backlog is a sign
of incompetence. If public managers
can’t fix an annoying and obvious
backlog, what can they fix? d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

The bane of the modern organi-
zation is the backlog. It under-
mines its reputation for perfor-
mance. It suggests that the
organization—and its leadership
team—are incompetent. It tells
you: At all costs, avoid doing any
business with this organization. 
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“Large-Organization Problems”
Some problems are government

problems. They are unique to the
public sector. Private businesses and
nonprofit organizations don’t have
these problems. Or if they do have
one of them, their problem is never as
significant or as messy. It won’t get
the same publicity.

Other problems that challenge
public agencies are, however, simply
“large-organization problems.” These
problems can plague any large orga-
nization—a large government, a large
private business, or a large nonprofit.

Still other problems may be best
described as simply “organization
problems.” Any organization—regard-
less of its type, regardless of its size
—can have this problem.

For example, any organization
(other than a strictly family business)
can have the bad-hire problem. (A
family business can have a very simi-
lar problem, but it would be essential-
ly the bad-gene problem.) Any organi-
zation, when searching to hire a pro-
fessional for a critical job, can make a
mistake—even a big mistake.

Any organization can hire someone
who is incompetent. It can also hire
someone whose behavior doesn’t
mesh well with the its norms, its
culture, or even its purpose.

For many of these common organi-
zational problems, there exists a ba-
sic, well-understood, frequently-em-
ployed strategy for eliminating (or at
least mitigating) the problem. When
an organization has to hire someone
for an key position, it can employ an
executive-search firm. These busi-
nesses evolved to solve a very specific
and very common, generic manage-
ment problem: the bad-hire problem.

Government, however, has some
problems that a business or nonprofit
may never face. For example, when
customers lose interest in a product,
the firm can simply stop producing it.
Think Sony and Betamax.

Yes, the product’s loyal customers
will protest. But if the product is a
financial loser, the firm can make a

strategic decision to simply ignore
these unhappy customers.

In contrast, a public agency can’t
just kill of a program because it is
inefficient or ineffective. Indeed, even
if some objective analysis suggests
that the program has no impact—or
is even counter-productive—its popu-
larity with the general public or a key
constituency may insulate it from
termination, even from revision.

For example, research has shown
that two popular programs designed
to prevent juvenile delinquency—
D.A.R.E. (Drug Abuse Resistance
Education) and Scared Straight—do
not work. 

In fact, Scared Straight appears to
be counter-productive. Rather than
discourage delinquency, it actually
encourages it. James C. Howell, of the
U.C.L.A. Luskin School of Public Af-
fairs, found that programs such as
DARE and Scared Straight, “that
stress consequences [of juvenile delin-
qency] easily win public support de-
spite empirical evidence that they are
not effective.”

Thus, public managers charged
with reducing juvenile crime find it
politically difficult—indeed, often im-
possible—to curtail, let alone elimi-
nate either program.

In contrast, if the top executives at
Starbucks or Amazon discovered that
one of its products or services was
inhibiting the company’s ability to
reach its financial goals, it would
eliminate it.  Quickly!

This is not a large-organization
problem. It is not a generic problem

that can confront an organization of
any size. This extreme termination
problem is unique to government.
Obviously, a government or a public
agency can’t just terminate an estab-
lished policy that some citizens think
is essential.

Similarly, government can’t just
terminate an ongoing service. The
federal government can’t stop issuing
passports. Your local government
can’t just stop plowing the snow or
putting out fires. A small town may
not need to provide the service di-
rectly; still, its citizens will expect the
town to keep the streets clear of
snow, if only by contracting with a
larger, neighboring municipality.

Thus, when thinking about the
challenge of managing public agen-
cies, we need to distinguish between
problems that are unique to govern-
ment and problems that any large can
have.

A “government problem” is one that
no business or nonprofit ever con-
fronts. It reflects the unique obliga-
tions of government: its responsibili-
ties to all of its citizens— not just to
those who have chosen to be its “cus-
tomers.” It reflects the expectation—
indeed the democratic requirement—
that government treat all citizens
equally and fairly. And this expecta-
tion imposes significant challenges on
public executives.

If a problem is simply a large orga-
nization problem, it is probably less
contentious and complex than a
uniquely government problem. Other
problems, even ones faced by govern-
ment are simply generic, large-organi-
zation problems. d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government. In March
2018, he will again chair Harvard’s
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

In government, too much redun-
dancy—indeed, any redundancy
—is bad, wrong. Yet, to function
continuously, efficiently, and
effectively, every public agency
needs operational redundancy.
For as Murphy wisely observed,
“If anything can go wrong, it will.”
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Every Public Agency Needs Redundancy
The word “redundancy” has an

unfortunate reputation. From the
Oxford Living Dictionaries, the first
definition is: ”the state of being not or
no longer needed or useful.”

Being “no longer needed or useful”
could cause a person, a dog, or a
public agency to question his, her, or
its place in the world: “What is my
reason for being here?”

What could be worse than being
“no longer needed or useful”? Being
redundant has to be depressing.

Indeed, if you work in the United
Kingdom, you fear your personal re-
dundancy. For as the Oxford Living
Dictionaries further explain, on the
British Isles, the word “redundancy”
has a second, colloquial, and only
slightly different meaning: Redun-
dancy is “the state of being no longer
in employment because there is no
more work available.”

That is Oxford’s polite (if awkward)
way of putting it: “the state of being
no longer in employment.” In ordinary
language, (though certainly not in the
Queen’s English), being “redundant”
means being “fired,” as in “you have
been fired.” That’s really depressing!

The causal clause in the Oxford
Dictionaries—“because there is no
more work available”—does not, how-
ever, always apply. Any individual can
be in “the state of being no longer in
employment” because someone de-
cided that he or she could not do the
job, or that a robot could do it better.

In government, having too much
redundancy—indeed, having any re-
dundancy—is, almost by definition,
bad, wrong. If an agency has more of
something than it needs—more offices
than it needs, more computers than it
needs, more humans than it needs,
more robots than it needs—this re-
dundancy should be eliminated.

After all, this redundancy—indeed,
any government redundancy—is a
burden to the taxpayer. If an agency
doesn’t need its third computer, or its
fifth field office, or a sixtieth widget,
they should be eliminated. Citizens

need not pay taxes for something that
is “no longer needed or useful”

Redundancy is bad. Except when it
is necessary.

Jim Lovell, John Swigert, and Fred
Haise certainly appreciated that NASA
had built plenty of redundancy into
Apollo 13. As George Low, a deputy
administrator of NASA observed:

“The principles of manned space-
craft design involve a combination
of aircraft design practice and ele-
ments of missile-design technol-
ogy: Build it simple and then dou-
ble up on many components or
systems so that if one fails the
other will take over.”

Low’s principles of aircraft design
are general principles of engineering
design. Indeed, they are general prin-
ciples of strategic design. All are
based on the wisdom of Murphy: “If
anything can go wrong, it will.”

Before a future engineer graduates
from college, he or she personally
reinvents Murphy’s Law. Several
times a week, an engineering student
goes to a laboratory to reproduce an
experiment that thousands of engi-
neers have done before. Quickly, each
one learns: “Yes. Lots of people have
done this experiment successfully. 
That, however, doesn’t mean that I
can make it work.” Indeed, the proba-
bilities support Murphy’s observation.

Certainly everything will not go
wrong at precisely the same time. In
most organizations, however, Murphy
does not need everything to go wrong.

Sometimes just one thing has to go
wrong—only one small, but neverthe-

less critical thing. One very critical
thing can disrupt a trip to the beach
or a flight to the moon. It may take
only one very small thing going wrong
for a public agency to malfunction.

Engineers seek to create mission-
critical redundancy and safety-critical
redundancy. The leadership team of a
public agency needs to do the same.
They need to develop redundancy for
their mission-critical functions and
for their safety-critical functions.

Every agency has several mission-
critical functions. Some functions are 
large and critical. Some are small yet
also critical. An inventory of these
critical functions might prove very
revealing—particularly to managers
who never worked on the front line or
haven’t done so for years.

Safety-critical functions will vary
greatly depending upon the nature of
the work people must do. Today,
many organizations have a safety
officer charged with overseeing the
safety-critical functions.

Making sure that everyone in the
organization is focused on his or her
mission-critical function(s) is the re-
sponsibility of the chief executive. In
a large organization, he or she can’t
know how every individual is contrib-
uting to every mission critical func-
tion. But he or she has to know who
has the management responsibility
for each. More importantly, this man-
ager has to ensure that the organiza-
tion has enough redundancy to carry
out every mission-critical function.

Redundancy is good except when it
isn’t. Redundancy is bad, except
when it is good. Redundancy is evil,
except when it is necessary. d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government. In March
2018, he will again chair Harvard’s 
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

In government, too much redun-
dancy—indeed, any redundancy
—is bad, wrong. Yet, to function
continuously, efficiently, and ef-
fectively, every public agency
needs operational redundancy.
For as Murphy wisely observed,
“If anything can go wrong, it will.”
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The Challenge of Causal Reasoning
Every effective public manager has

accumulated a repertoire of strate-
gies. And each of these strategies
includes a number of tactics. As every
effective public manager has learned:
“We Can Never Do Merely One Thing.”

Every improvement in performance
derives from how the manager’s
macro strategy and associated tactics
affect the work of the organization’s
staff, the cooperation of collaborating
agencies, and the behavior of citizens.

As every effective public manager
has learned: “Better results never
have a Single Cause.” Moreover their
strategic effectiveness raises an oper-
ation and analytical question: “What
caused the improvement?”

The answer can affect future re-
sults. For if the manager does not
know how what actions contributed
to those improved results, he or she
cannot learn from this success.

To further ratchet up performance,
the manager and the leadership team
need to build on past improvements.
If, however, they can’t distinguish the
actions that had a big impact from
those that had little or none, how can
they adapt a previously successful
strategy to accomplish a different
purpose in different circumstances?

Answer: They can’t!
Thus effective public managers

face the challenge of causal reason-
ing: “What (do I think) caused what?”

If the manager had taken a num-
ber of isolated actions each of which
had an isolated impact on a separate
and identifiable improvement in re-
sults, the task of causal reasoning
would be straightforward.

Unfortunately, to be effective, pub-
lic managers have to take multiple
actions. Moreover, these actions are
rarely independent. Indeed, effective
managers consciously design each
tactic to reenforce the others. For the
various components of this macro
strategy to work in concert, the man-
ager needs to create causal connec-
tions from multiple strategies to mul-
tiple results. These connections are

quite complex. No wonder that, for
effective public managers, this causal
reasoning is both a big and significant
challenge.

The core question—“What caused
what?”—does not itself appear too
complicated. Yet the abundance of
possible causes—which necessarily
includes the actions of people who are
not part of the leadership team—
creates a multi-dimensional cause-
and-effect maze.

Yes, the members of the leadership
team were able to find their way
through this maze. But that does not
mean they knew—from the beginning,
or even at any step—exactly what
they were doing. Most likely, they
were simply practicing “Management
by Groping Along.”

Yet, to add the lessons from this
success to their management reper-
toire, they need to trace through the
causal connections from what they
(and others) did to the results these
actions produced (or, at least, to
which they contributed).

This is no easy task. No individual
action has just one causal conse-
quence. Each action could have had
multiple consequences. And each
consequence could have had multiple
causes.

Mapping such causal connections
helps to answer a variety of impor-
tant, complex questions:

� How did what tactics of the
strategy establish the purpose
to be achieved?

� How did what tactics specify
the result to be produced

next—and by when?
� How did what tactics motivate

individual staff to pursue this
result with diligence and cre-
ativity?

� How did what tactics motivate
agency teams to pursue this
result with diligence and cre-
ativity?

� How did what tactics motivate
people and teams in other pub-
lic agencies and non-govern-
mental organizations to assist
in producing this result?

� How did what tactics motivate
individual citizens to assist in
producing this result?

These are not strictly one-to-one
connections. No one tactic of any
strategy produces precisely one single
output. For a public agency to pro-
duce an important result, it needs a
strategy with multiple tactics that
synergistically contribute to the re-
sult. Indeed, the leadership team
could have designed each micro tactic
of its macro strategy not to have a
mere individual impact on one minor
result but to have an overall, collec-
tive impact on macro performance.

The more complex the strategy—
the more synergistically interacting
tactics—the more sophisticated must
be the causal reasoning: Given all of
the tactics the leadership team em-
ployed to improve performance, which
ones had an impact? On what result?
And what was its causal connection?

None of this is easy. As Charlie
Lave and Jim March, wrote in the
Introduction to Models in the Social
Sciences, “God has chosen to give the
easy problems to the physicists.” d
-

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government. In March
2018, he will again chair Harvard’s 
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

Better results never have a single
cause. Thus, every effective pub-
lic manager faces the challenge of
causal reasoning: What (do I
think) caused what? And mapping
the multiple causal connections is
a complex task requiring answers
to  many important questions.
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Purposeful Judgment not Bureaucratic Rules
Nothing hurts the credibility of

government more than the formal but
silly application of a legally defensible
but hardly helpful bureaucratic rule.

Yet the personal incentives under
which public officials labor often push
them to enforce a formal rule in a
situation for which the rule is at best
inappropriate, at worst silly.

Unfortunately, by enforcing the
rule, a public official invites both
organizational and personal ridicule.
Although I know of no example of
this, those who have been subjected
to the rule’s sanction can easily retali-
ate by leaking to the press this exam-
ple of bureaucratic absurdity.

That may be what happened when
the U.S. Food and Drug Administra-
tion sent a “warning letter” to the
Nashoba Brook Bakery in Concord,
Massachusetts.

In the category of “Adulterated
Foods,” the FDA found a number of
violations. For example: “Your firm
failed to maintain buildings, fixtures,
and other physical facilities in a sani-
tary condition and keep [them] in
sufficient repair to prevent food from
becoming adulterated.”

This violation sounds serious. I
think I’ll avoid buying my sourdough
bread or granola from this bakery.

These unsanitary conditions were
not, however, what inspired National 
Public Radio, Bloomberg News, USA
Today, the BBC, and the Australian
News Service to cover FDA’s letter.

Rather, it was a violation under the
category of “Misbranded Foods” that
got journalists’ attention:

“Your Nashoba Granola label lists
ingredient ‘Love.’ Ingredients required
to be declared on the label or labeling
of food must be listed by their com-
mon or usual name [21 CFR
101.4(a)(1). ‘Love’ is not a common or
usual name of an ingredient, and is
considered to be intervening material
because it is not part of the common
or usual name of the ingredient.”

This complaint about “misbranded
foods” made the FDA look silly. (It

also makes the FDA official who sign-
ed the letter look silly, so I am not
naming him.) Indeed, there are two
reasons why this complaint is silly.

First, almost no one reads the list
of ingredients anyway. And those who
do read it are not seeking to decide
whether they like the taste of the
combination of ingredients. Primarily,
they want to know if the list includes
their personal allergen.

Second, anyone who did read the
list of ingredients would not be con-
fused by the one called “love”—
though they might chuckle a little.

Of course, the FDA officials who
did the inspection and the one who
signed the warning letter were obli-
gated to include this “violation.” If
they failed to do so, they could receive
an official reprimand that might dam-
age their careers.

Still one or two of those who were
involved in this inspection report may
have wondered whether what they
were doing made any sense. Some

might even have worried that com-
plaining about the “Love” ingredient
would make the FDA look silly.

Certainly any enterprising journal-
ist would think so. This was a great
story, an iconic story, another exam-
ple of the absurdity of how govern-
ment implements its regulations.

The regulation itself wasn’t bad.
But FDA’s implementation flunked
the common-sense test. And every
journalist wanted in on the joke.

If, however, you are a level-headed
public servant looking to acheive
public purposes, the story had to

make you cringe. It wasn’t going to
help you do your job. It was only
going to make your own job harder.
Citizens who had read the love-isn’t-
an-ingredient story might easily as-
sume that their next encounter with
a government official could produce a
similarly ridiculous ruling.

In the private sector, a bureaucrat
who enforces the firm’s own rules
may—but doesn’t have to—behave 
the same way. Yes, some people (as a
colleague once observed) like to “play
office.” But a thoughtful person could
recognize that the rule doesn’t make
sense in this particular situation and
ask a superior for support in ignoring
it. And the superior, recognizing that
the rule accomplishes nothing, could
authorize a waiver. Even if this “viola-
tion” is reported to superiors and two
employees are reprimanded, custom-
ers won’t boycott the firm’s products
or services.

Nashoba’s “misbranding” of its
granola actually helped the bakery.
FDA gave it a lot of free—and posi-
tive—publicity. What’s not to love
about a bakery that lists “love” as one
of its ingredients?

In government, however, the incen-
tives are different. The rules rule.
They cannot be challenged. Even
when the formal implementation of a
rule clearly fails to accomplish its
underlying public purpose, even when
it exposes the organization to ridicule,
it cannot be ignored.

Was FDA legally obligated to call
out Nashoba Bakery for misbranding
its granola. Maybe. But it didn’t help
FDA accomplish its mission. If any-
thing, it undermined it. d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government. In March
2018, he will again chair Harvard’s 
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

In government, an apparently
reasonable rule always rules.
Even when a specific application
of a generally reasonable rule
flunks the “common-sense test,”
this rule still rules. The primary
result is to undermine the govern-
ment’s credibility
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Remember Why All Humans Value a T-Shirt
What do the techies in Mountain

View and the baseball players in Bos-
ton have in common? Answer: They
both love T-shirts.

Bo Cowgill, a product manager at
Google, once observed: “Actually, on a
number of occasions, I’ve forgotten to
pay out the small cash prizes we have
at Google, and nobody noticed. But
everyone notices when the T-shirts
that show who won don’t come.”

Across the country, Brian Butter-
field, a coach for the Boston Red Sox
during the 2017 season made a simi-
lar observation. During spring train-
ing, Butterfield led a series of discus-
sions with coaches and players re-
viewing specific and significant contri-
butions that particular individuals
had made during the game.

The contributions being discussed
were not, for example, who hit the big
home run. Rather the emphasis was
on who did something small but sig-
nificant that helped the team. For
example: a player who took an extra
base; or one who got dirty diving for a
ground ball.

From this evolved a monthly award
—the “Red Sox Culture Hero”—select-
ed by the coaches. And what was the
reward? Yep: A  T-shirt. Honest!

But wait? Don’t baseball players
have a lot of  T-shirts? (Indeed, don’t
you and I have a lot of  T-shirts.)
What’s the value in another T-shirt?

Actually, Butterfield thought it had
an impact. “It’s amazing,” he ob-
served. “You get a bunch of million-
aires sitting at a [meeting] and you
present a millionaire with a $20 T-
shirt and they’re like, ‘It’s the greatest
thing I’ve ever received.’ ”

So what’s with the T-shirts? Sure,
kids love T-shirts. They can’t have too
many, though they certainly have
their favorites.

Still, what’s with the adults? Spe-
cifically, what’s with these IT techies
and baseball players? These guys can
buy as many T-shirts as they want
(even if they want more than their
kids.)

Is there something unique about IT
and baseball? Sure, they’re guys. Or
in Silicon Valley, at least, they are
mostly guys.

It isn’t the T-shirt, of course. It’s
the recognition. More importantly, it’s
recognition for doing something effec-
tive and valuable—for making a con-
tribution that people whom you re-
spect have judged to be significant.

Yes, people who work for Google or
play professional baseball already
have status. And yet, a  T-shirt—a  T-
shirt that recognizes an accomplish-
ment—is still highly valued.

Indeed, when a  T-shirt is pre-
sented with a little flair—in a way
that dramatizes the contribution—the
recognition for the accomplishment is
even more valued.

Of course, a T-shirt has an addi-
tional plus. You get to wear it around
the lab or in the clubhouse. You get
to wear it in front of people whose
esteem you value. It reminds people
of your important contribution.

Perhaps in the 21st century, a T-
shirt can have significance that is
similar to a ribbon on a military uni-
form. After all, as Napoleon discov-
ered, “a soldier will fight long and
hard for a bit of colored ribbon.”

Soldiers also get to wear the rib-
bon. The recognition conveyed by a T-
shirt or a ribbon isn’t just a one-time
thing. Both provide a continuing dem-
onstration that the wearer did some-
thing important. 

Certainly, you don’t get to wear
either the T-shirt or the ribbon every
day. There are, however, occasions on

which it is perfectly appropriate to
wear either.  A T-shirt fits in the club-
house, at a picnic, in the bleachers.

The lesson should be obvious:
Public managers also need T-shirts.
And if the cheapskates in the budget
shop don’t get it, first send them this
page. If they still don’t get it, just buy
the T-shirts yourself.  (Before you give
the budget guys this page, do blacken
out the word “cheapskates.”)

Actually, buying the T-shirts your-
self has some advantages. First, it
won’t take you ten months to get
them. Second, the words, design, and
logo you put on the shirt will not
require multiple approvals. Third,
your staff will figure out that you paid
(and they will value the recognition
even more).

Of course, you have to make it
clear that the T-shirt is earned. It is
given for a major contribution.

Thus, when you announce each
recognition T-shirt, you should also
explain exactly what the recipient
did—what he or she accomplished.

Then, once you’ve given out a few,
your staff will quickly figure out who
deserves the next one. For once you
clearly establish what earns a T-shirt,
your staff will get it.

Finally, just in case you’re the
cynical type, just in case you’re wor-
ried that you can give away too many
T-shirts, don’t forget Napoleon’s sec-
ond (less-remembered) quote: “Give
me enough medals, and I’ll win you
any war.” Indeed, every management
training program ought to emphasize 
this basic message: “Don’t forget the
T-shirts.”

You can’t give away too many T-
shirts. d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government, chairs the
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

If techies at Google and baseball
players in Boston all value the
recognition for a significant ac-
complishment—recognition that
comes disguised as a T-shirt—
shouldn’t public managers also
take advantage of this effective 
motivator?
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Take a Whistleblower to Lunch
In every organization, when some-

thing is going wrong, someone needs
to fix this something. Indeed, when
something important is going seriously
wrong, someone needs to fix this
something right now. Yet—all too
often—no one does. No one!

Why? Because before anyone can
fix this something, someone has to
point out that this something needs
to be fixed. Yet, if someone does point
out that this something needs to be
fixed, this very same someone is also
pointing out (perhaps only implicitly,
but nevertheless very clearly) that:

(a) This something has been go-
ing wrong for quite a while.

(b) No one has made any effort to
get it fixed.

A few months ago—okay, maybe it
was a few years ago—this something
would have been easy to fix. It had
been going wrong for a while, but not
seriously wrong. It was a small prob-
lem that was easy to fix.

Everyone knew then that it was a
problem, but it was not yet at the top
of the organization’s Fix-It-Now List.
It could always be fixed tomorrow.

So, no one fixed it. Indeed, no one
even mentioned that it needed fixing.
Everyone knew. But no one said any-
thing. Everyone already had a lot of
really important stuff to do.

And if someone did point out how
that this important something needed
to be fixed, his or her reward might
have been assigned to do the fixing.

Moreover, before someone could fix
this something, he or she would need
authority, support, and resources.
This would require several people,
including some quite senior people, to
authorize the fixing. And everyone
was already asking their boss (and
their boss’s boss) for the authoriza-
tion, support, and resources to do
many other very important things.

Thus, the reward for pointing out
what needed to be fixed could be
another big task with no resources or
support. Who would ask for that?

Of course, everyone knew: “This

something is a problem. But it is not
so big a problem that it can’t wait.”

Furthermore, no one had sole re-
sponsibility for this problem. A lot of
people had some responsibility. For
no one, however, was it a top priority.

Finally, before this problem could
be fixed, a number of quite senior
people would need to authorize the
fixing. And, in authorizing this fixing,
these senior people would be confess-
ing that something had indeed gone
seriously wrong and they had failed to
notice. Or, if they did notice, they had
failed to take any action.

Thus, whenever an organization is
confronted with a serious problem,
the thinking and the behavior of most
people follow a well-known script: 

“I can't think about this now. I'll
go crazy if I do. I'll think about
it tomorrow. I can stand it then.
After all, tomorrow is another
day.”

Unfortunately, when that another day
comes, it arrives as a big crisis.

Still, the organization may have
one, lonely outlier. This nonconform-
ist is very troubled by the problem. 
He or she understands that the long-
term consequences are quite serious. 

Moreover, this outlier can’t believe
that everyone is ignoring the problem.

Finally, the outlier can’t take it
anymore and morphs into a whistle-
blower. Simultaneously, the outlier
becomes an outcast.

Yes: there are legal protections.
The outcast can’t be easily fired, or
transferred, or subjected to the tradi-
tional bureaucratic punishments.

For employees of the U.S. Govern-
ment, there is the Whistleblower Pro-
tection Enhancement Act. And in
many industries, employees also have
specific protections that constrain
official retaliation. 

The law cannot, however, require
fellow employees to be friends with a 
whistleblower. It can’t require work-
place colleagues to engage in a civil
conversation with a whistleblower. It
can’t prevent a whistleblower from
being ostracized.

Such behavior is quite predictable.
Moreover it makes the organization
vulnerable. For such ostracism sends
a clear, simple message throughout
the organization: “Never blow a whis-
tle! If you like working here, and want
to continue to like working here, don’t
even think about blowing a whistle.”

This is when a senior executive
should take the whistleblower to
lunch. The executive needs to make a
visible display of un-ostracizing him
or her. For if the trend setters in the
organization are able to vilify the
outlier as an outcast, no one will ever
blow another whistle again.

And if no one is willing to blow
even a small whistle, how will the
leadership team learn about its big
problems in time to fix them? After
all, it’s an empirical rule of organiza-
tional life: Bad news never travels up.

That’s why every manager needs to
take the organization’s whistleblowers
to lunch. If no manager does, they too
have all sent a message: We don’t
tolerate whistleblowers.

Managers who want to eliminate
small problems before they become
big ones should take their whistle-
blowers to a very visible lunch. d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government, chairs the
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

Whistleblowers are valuable.
They accurately point out that
something has gone seriously
wrong. Most organizations punish
this behavior. Unless a key man-
ager visibly supports a whistle-
blower, small future errors will
inevitably become big disasters.
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On why efforts to terminate or curtail public programs always confront
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 14, No. 11, July 2017

The “Entitlement Ethic”
Once a government establishes a

program—particularly a program with
specific, identifiable beneficiaries—
the program is almost impossible to
terminate. Thus, public programs
stick around for a long time. Even
when the problem that the program
was designed to solve has gone away,
the program itself often continues on.

Almost four decades ago, Kim
Sperduto and I wrote an article, “Med-
ical Schools and the ‘Entitlement
Ethic,’ ” to explain the longevity of the
“capitation program” that provided a
subsidy to medical schools. Originally
designed (in 1963) to solve the U.S.
“doctor shortage,” the financial sup-
port came with a condition: A medical
school received funding only if it ex-
panded its enrollment.

In 1971, with the national doctor
shortage totaling 50,000, Congress
renewed and modified the program. It
quadrupled general operating support
and added a “capitation grant” of
$2,500 for each student enrolled in
medical school (with an increase to
$4,000 for a student in the final,
fourth year). Again, a medical school
was eligible for this support only if it
increased its enrollment.

It worked. In 1976, Congress found
that the U.S. “no longer [had] an in-
sufficient number of physicians and
surgeons.” Indeed, physicians per
100,000 population had jumped from
250,000 in 1960 to 363,000 15 years
later—a 45% increase.

Nevertheless, Congress did not
eliminate the program. Why?

One obvious factor was the pro-
gram’s success. Clearly, it had con-
tributed to the growth in the nation’s
supply of doctors. 

Without the program, however,
many of the nation’s medical schools
would have been in financial trouble.
In the 1975-1976 academic year, 31
medical schools received over $1 mil-
lion in capitation funds. For 20
schools, the program accounted for
10 percent or more of their expendi-
tures. For 65—more than half of the

nation’s 111 schools—it was over 5
percent. The medical schools wanted
the federal government to continue to
support them in the lifestyle to which
they had become accustomed.

Indeed, the benefits of any govern-
ment program create dependents. The
program changes its beneficiaries’
behavior and alters their expecta-
tions. Moreover, with the passage of
time, the program acquires an aura of
legitimacy. The dependency relation-
ship is accepted as the natural way
that society deals with the problem
and runs the program.

With this slow evolution—from
short-term fix to entrenched legiti-
macy—comes an aversion to termi-
nating these relationships (and de-
pendencies) that the government itself
has created. Sperduto and I called
this “the entitlement ethic”:

Once government establishes a
program, those who receive its
benefits conclude that they are
entitled to them and so do
many citizens.

This entitlement ethic is not an
explicit doctrine. It cannot be found
in any law. Indeed, many programs
that create a class of beneficiaries
come with expiration dates. Then,
however, the issue is usually not
whether the program should be con-
tinued or terminated, but what modi-
fying improvements are needed.

The entitlement ethic reflects our
human benevolence. Even beneficia-
ries who don’t automatically create a
feeling of beneficence gain from this
never stated, but nevertheless very

real, entitlement ethic. (Do you feel
sorry for your local medical school?)
After all, the government created the
relationship (even if the beneficiaries
asked it to do so) and thus has also
created its own obligation. 

Still, whenever a government pro-
gram comes up for renewal, there are
people who want to eliminate it. The
resulting struggle engages a variety of
interests with a variety of objectives.
These include:

� The “defenders” who want
the program to continue.

� The “terminators” who seek
to eliminate it.

� The “activists” who try to use
the program to achieve new
policy objectives.

Indeed, in 1976, Congress shifted its
capitation grants on a new problem:
too many medical-school graduates
were choosing lucrative specialties
not primary care.

The effort to renew or modify an
established program does not, how-
ever, produce a philosophical debate
over the legitimacy of an “entitlement
ethic,” or a political debate about the
macro value that society gains from
the program.

Rather, the debate tends to focus
on whether a specific collection of
individuals or institutions should lose
their benefits. Terminating the pro-
gram may well benefit some—if only
citizens, who pay the taxes (or the
government’s debt service) that sup-
port the program.

Almost four decades ago, Kim
Sperduto and I observed: “Termina-
tion is rarely tried because it is diffi-
cult; termination appears all the more
difficult because it is rarely tried.” d

Robert D. Behn, a senior lecturer at
Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government, chairs the
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” His
book, The PerformanceStat Potential,
is available in paperback.

Why are public programs so hard
to terminate? Because each one
creates not only a large number of
direct beneficiaries. It’s continued
existence gives the program an
aura of legitimacy—broad public
acceptance that this is how soci-
ety deals with the problem.
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On why to produce significant results, public managers must master
“What were they thinking?”
Vol. 14, No. 10, June 2017

The Essential Skill of Pattern Recognition
A long time ago in an organization

far, far away, I walked into a col-
leagues office, annoyed by yet another
bureaucratic atrocity. My colleague’s
very young son (call him “Sam”) was
sitting quietly in his umbrella stroller.
I ignored him and launched a diatribe
about this latest example of manage-
rial incompetence.

Sam burst into tears.
He obviously did not understand a

word I was saying. He certainly did
not grasp the reasons for my unhap-
piness or their significance.

Still, Sam did recognize that I was
unhappy—very unhappy. And from 
experience, Sam had learned that
when an adult is unhappy enough to
speak in the tones I was using, this
was not good (often not good for him).

No wonder Sam cried.
Sam’s tears proved that, despite

his young age, he mastered an essen-
tial skill of human survival:  “pattern
recognition.” Even though he compre-
hended none of my words, Sam had
acquired the ability to distinguish
different tones in spoken language
—and, for different tones, to recognize
potential consequences.

Sam’s knowledge of human voices
was—by definition—strictly tacit. He
lacked the language skills necessary
to make it explicit. Still, he quickly
recognized that I was angry.

Today, the phrase “pattern recogni-
tion” conjures up two images. First: A
computer is involved. Second: This
computer is scanning the shape of a
face examining the features of its
nose, the specifics of its eyes, the
peculiarities of its ears. Then the
computer is comparing these fea-
tures, specifics, and peculiarities with
the faces in its data bank—seeking to
identify who this person is. (You know
all this. You watch TV cop shows.)

We humans are very good at recog-
nizing faces. Walking down the street
in a new city, you would instanta-
neously recognize the pattern in the
face of an old friend (though you
could never explain how you did it).

Public manager’s also need to de-
velop pattern-recognition skills. But
the patterns they need to recognize
are not found in faces. They are the
less obvious patterns of problems,
opportunities, and strategies.

If a manager cannot recognize the
“shape” of a problem—its key fea-
tures—how can he or she begin to
solve it? And, of course, a manager
can’t identify a problem’s key features
if he or she has not accumulated a
large mental data bank of experience
with a wide variety of problems.

Similarly, in the search for a strat-
egy, the manager needs to draw on
experience, attempting to match the
features, peculiarities, and specifics of
the current problem with the fea-
tures, specifics, and peculiarities of
problems he or she has observed or
encountered.

The policy context might be com-
pletely different: A manager might be
in charge of a large-city health
agency. Still, this manager’s perfor-

mance challenge might have a num-
ber of features of a similar though not
identical challenge that confronted
the manager of an air force base.

The specifics and peculiarities
would necessarily be quite different. 
Nevertheless, from a leadership per-
spective, the macro features of the
two problems could have a number of
core similarities.

Recognizing these similarities, the
manager of the health department
might conclude that some compo-
nents of the base commander’s strat-
egy could—with some adaptation—

prove useful in this very different
context. Yes: the substance, the orga-
nization, and the politics would all be
very different. Still, if the core of the
base commander’s strategy could be
adapted to the purposes and con-
straints of the health department, it
might well help produce results.

This pattern-recognition approach
to ratcheting up performance has four
components:

First, identify the core nature of
your management challenge.

Second, search your data base for
similar challenges for which a man-
ager employed an effective strategy.

Third, identify and understand the
causal relationships between this
strategy and the results it produced.

Fourth, adapt this strategy to your
problem and situation while main-
taining its key causal relationships.

Even a managerial neophyte has
accumulated a small data bank of
problems, strategies, outcomes, and
causal relationships. This data bank
includes: management cases dis-
cussed in graduate school; youthful
experiences managing the college
chess club or a rock band; and obser-
vations of the strategies that experi-
enced executives employed to solve
their managerial challenges. (The neo-
phyte’s cause-and-effect theories
might, however, be quite superficial).

To become effective, public manag-
ers need to build their personal data-
base of problems, strategies, out-
comes, and causal relationships. Only
then, when faced with an apparently
unique problem, can they recognize
its key features and (drawing on their
cause-and-effect database) adapt a
results-producing strategy. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

Effective public managers excel at
pattern recognition. They have
identified effective management
strategies storing  them in a men-
tal database. When facing a new
problem, they recognize its core
features and look in their data-
base for a strategy to adapt.
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On why there is a significant difference between
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 14, No. 9, May 2017

Firing Poor Performers and Producing Results
No one creates a mere “plan” any-

more. Today, public managers must
create a “comprehensive plan.”

Last month, Mick Mulvaney, direc-
tor of the U.S. Office of Management
and Budget issued his “Comprehen-
sive Plan for Reforming the Federal
Government and Reducing the Fed-
eral Civilian Workforce.” In this 14
page memo, he uses the words plan,
plans or planning 86 times. Mulvaney
must love plans.

Most of the response to this memo-
randum focused on OMB’s plan “to
prepare a long-term plan to reduce
the size of the Federal workforce.”
Moreover, by June 30, OMB expects
all federal agencies to provide it with
a report on “progress on near-term
workforce reduction actions.” Reduc-
ing the number of federal employees
starts now.

In January, President Trump im-
posed a hiring freeze that might well
make sense. After all, it isn’t obvious
whether every federal agency has the
correct number of employees. Some
might need fewer. Some might need
more. For each agency, its staffing
needs depend upon the results the
administration wants it to achieve.

Thus, at the beginning of any ad-
ministration, it might make sense to
sort that out: What purpose should
each agency seek to achieve? What
level of results should it produce in
four years? What strategy should it
use to do this? And what kind of
people—not just how many—does it
need to implement this strategy?

But that is not behind this hiring
freeze. Its purpose is to prevent agen-
cies from adding employees to their
baseline before it must start cutting.

Lost in the reactions to Mulvaney’s
“long-term plan to reduce the size of
the Federal Government's workforce”
has been his charge to agencies, to
“develop a plan to maximize employee
performance by June 30.” Compared
with the phrase “workforce reduc-
tion,” the word “performance” doesn’t
produce as many newspaper head-

lines or online eyeballs.
Still, Mulvaney’s desire “to maxi-

mize employee performance” deserves
attention. Indeed, his effort to focus
federal agencies on maximizing per-
formance is important. Yet, what he
means by the word “performance” let
alone by the phrase “to maximize”
may not be obvious in his memo.

After all, at the Departments of
Veterans Affairs and Agriculture, the
meaning of the phrase “maximize
performance” would be very different.
The “Agency Reform Plans” that fed-
eral departments are required to sub-
mit to OMB in September might in-
clude approaches that are very simi-
lar—indeed might include words that
are very similar. But their plans for
maximizing performance will, neces-
sarily, have to be quite different.

The agency plans that Mulvaney
seeks are not, however, designed to
maximize agency performance. He
seeks plans “to maximize employee
performance” [emphasis added].

This phrase seems odd. After all,
no federal employee produces his or
her own results. The performance of
the U.S. government—of any govern-
ment; indeed of any organization—is
collective performance. No employee
of General Motors produces an entire
car. No teacher is the sole educator of
a child.

Mulvaney, however, did not use
the phrase “maximize employee perfor-
mance” to focus attention on “perfor-
mance.” His key word is “employee.”
“Certainly, it is important that man-
agers recognize high performers,”

Mulvaney writes. But, he emphasizes,
these managers should also “move
quickly to address employees who are
not meeting performance expecta-
tions”—which includes, “if necessary,
removing poor performers.”

Mulvaney does highlight several
management practices that help to
improve performance. But a clear
subtext is a focus on poor (individual)
performers. Thus, an agency’s June
plan to maximize employee perfor-
mance “must include a process for
reviewing and updating (or creating, if
one does not already exist) the
agency's policy, procedures, and guid-
ance on how to address poor perfor-
mance and conduct.”

Indeed, to “Provide Transparency
around the Performance Improvement
Plan (PIP) Process,” an agency’s June
plan “must include a timeline for
providing all supervisors a copy of the
rules and guidance regarding perfor-
mance improvement plans (PIP) pur-
suant to 5 U.S.C. Chapter 43.” This
may sound innocuous. But to any
federal employee, it is threatening.

This is because Chapter 43 of Title
5 of the United States Code deals with
steps required to terminate or demote
a federal employee. And a PIP is one
of the ways many federal agencies
meet these requirements.

To Mulvaney, one way to improve
the performance of the federal govern-
ment (and reduce the size of the fed-
eral workforce) is to focus on individ-
uals with “poor performance.”

Discarding the bottom of any dis-
tribution will clearly raise the aver-
age. But it will certainly not “maxi-
mize” the collective performance of
the entire agency’s employees. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

Any new administration might
want to sort out: What results
should each agency seek to
achieve? What strategy should it
use to do this? Then, what kind of
people does it need to implement
this strategy? But that is not the
rationale for OMB’s hiring freeze.
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On why, if “winning” for a public manager means driving up results,
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 14, No. 8, April 2017

Managers Who “Win” Twice Must Know A Lot
Theo Epstein knows something.

Actually, Epstein knows a lot—a lot
more than all of the other people in
his line of work. After all, Epstein has
produced miracles both in Boston and
in Chicago. As the general manager of
a professional baseball team in each
city, Epstein has won the sport’s
championship.

In 2002, when the Boston Red Sox
chose Epstein to be its general man-
ager, he was 28, the youngest general
manager ever in the history of major
league baseball.

A baseball team’s general manager
doesn’t catch the ball, or throw the
ball, or hit the ball. He doesn’t make
the daily pre-game decisions about
who should play what position. He
doesn’t make strategic or tactical
choices during the game.

The job of the general manager is
to put together a winning team. He
identifies players who can help the
team win. He selects them, drafts
them, recruits them, and trades for
them. He negotiates their contracts. 

The general manager creates a
“team” with a balanced combination
of the necessary and desired skills.
He seeks players who possess a com-
petitive drive, who foster clubhouse
comradery and who are team leaders.
The general manager also selects the
field manager and coaches.

During a game, however, the gen-
eral manager does not run the team.
This is the responsibility of the field
manager and his coaches. They train
the players, select those who will start
each game, and make personnel sub-
stitutions during a game. The field
manager and his coaches make all of
the in-game tactical decisions.

Still, a baseball team’s general
manager has much more direct re-
sponsibility—including responsibility
for the organization’s ultimate suc-
cess—than the HR director of most
businesses or public agencies.

When Epstein took over the Red
Sox in 2002, Boston had won base-
ball’s championship—the World Se-

ries—five different times. Yet, almost
all of the city’s baseball fans had
never celebrated any of them. The last
victory had been in 1918.

After that championship came the
“Curse of the Bambino.” Harry Fra-
zee, who owned the Red Sox, sold
Babe Ruth (the “Bambino”) to the New
York Yankees. Then, for 86 years—
from 1919 through 2003—while the
Red Sox never won the World Series,
the Yankees did so 25 times.

Yet in 2004, just two years after
Epstein became Boston’s general
manager, the Red Sox won their first
World Series in 86 years.

To the citizens of Boston—indeed,
to the citizens of Red Sox Nation
everywhere—this was more than just
a winning season. This ended both
the 86-year drought and “the Curse.”

In 2007, Boston won the World
Series again. Then, after the 2011
season, Epstein left the Red Sox to
take on the same basic responsibili-
ties for the Chicago Cubs.

And what team did the Red Sox
defeat in the 1918 World Series? 
Answer: The Chicago Cubs. Since
then, the Cubs had played in the
World Series five times—in 1929,
1932, 1935, 1938, and 1945. Still,
Chicago had not won since 1908. By
2011, the Cubs had gone over a cen-
tury without a championship.

To rescue the Cubs, it took Epstein
a little longer than it had in Boston.
But last November—after 108 years—
the Chicago team that Epstein put
together did win the World Series.

In 2004, The Boston Globe made

“Young Theo” its “Bostonian of the
Year.” With Boston having suffered
for 86 years without a baseball cham-
pionship, “The Architect” didn’t even
have a runner up.

After the Cubs won their champi-
onship, the team made baseball’s
traditional visit to the White House,
where President Obama noted: “Ep-
stein takes the reins of an organiza-
tion that’s wandering in the wilder-
ness and delivers them to the prom-
ised land.”

In 2017, Fortune ranked Epstein
#1 on its list of the “World’s Greatest
Leaders.” He beat out Pope Francis
(#3) and Angela Merkel (#10).

Yes: both the Red Sox and the
Cubs are baseball teams. The Cubs
play in the National League while the
Red Sox play in the American League.
And though both leagues do play the
game of baseball, their rules are a
little different and thus so are their
tactics and strategies.

As the general manager of two
different baseball teams—in two dif-
ferent leagues—Epstein has won the
World Series. In two different circum-
stances, he has produced the same
big jump in results.

Those public managers who drive
up performance in two different orga-
nizations are not simply lucky. Once,
sure. We can dismiss them as lucky.
But, if they do it twice—particularly if
they produce this “win” twice in two
different circumstances—we cannot
dismiss them as lucky.

Any manager—private, nonprofit,
or public—who can produce a big
jump in results in two different situa-
tions must know something—a lot of
somethings. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

Theo Epstein has twice produced
the same big result—and in dif-
ferent circumstances. This can’t
be luck. Any private, nonprofit, or
public manager who produces a
significant jump in results in two
different situations must know
something—many somethings.
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Waste Talent on Reorganizing Government
Reorganization is back. President

Trump will reorganize the U.S. gov-
ernment. Despite his pledge to be a
different president, Trump is mimic-
ing his predecessors. “To improve the
efficiency, effectiveness, and account-
ability of the executive branch,” he
issued an executive order to create “A
Comprehensive Plan for Reorganizing
the Executive Branch.” He tasked his
director of Management and Budget
“to propose a plan to reorganize gov-
ernmental functions and eliminate
unnecessary agencies.”

Sound familiar? When Jimmy
Carter ran for president, he told citi-
zens, “Don’t vote for me unless you
want to see the executive branch of
government completely reorganized.”

Then, once he became president,
Carter launched his “President’s Reor-
ganization Project,” staffed with some
of the most talented people in his
administration. Unfortunately, it is
not obvious how much the few major
changes produced by this project
improved government’s performance.

Still, presidents love to reorganize.
It suggests they are aligning structure 
with purpose. Hoover, Truman, Bush,
Obama, and others have put reorga-
nization on their personal agenda.

Thus, in the “Management” section
of his budget—America First: A Budget
Blueprint to Make America Great Again
—Trump stated that “in roughly a
year,” he will send Congress “a com-
prehensive plan for reorganization.”

What a waste of talent. Yes, mov-
ing the boxes around might help. But
there is no ideal organizational struc-
ture. Achieving major public purposes
requires the intelligence and energy of
many people (who may not all be in
the same agency or department).

If to achieve one purpose, a Presi-
dent reorganizes all of the relevant
units to better coordinate their ef-
forts, he will also make it more diffi-
cult to achieve other important pur-
poses. For if one structure is optimal
for achieving one specific purpose, it
is not likely to be ideally suited for

achieving other important purposes.
Trump’s budget “blueprint” is nec-

essarily brief—only 62 pages. Still it
includes a short section on “Manage-
ment,” which emphasizes “Making
Government Work Again.” And it does
draw attention to the executive order.

Why do presidents love to reorga-
nize? It suggests they are trying to
improve performance. They must be
aligning the functional features of an
agency (or several agencies) to best
achieve important public purposes.

Rarely, however, do they start with
purpose. Instead, they start (implic-
itly) with the assumption that the
structure of government is screwed
up. How else can you explain its lack
of efficiency, effectiveness, and ac-
countability? Thus follows the second
assumption: If we redesign the orga-
nization, then efficiency, effective-
ness, and accountability all improve.

Unfortunately, reorganization will
not automatically make that happen.
After all, it is people working collec-
tively, cooperatively, and collabor-
atively that produce efficiency, effec-
tiveness, and accountability. The key
isn’t the structure. It’s the abilities
that people bring to their tasks  com-
bined with their available resources.

Thus, a chief executive—president,
governor, or mayor—who seeks more
efficiency, effectiveness, and account-
ability, needs to first check what is
inhibiting their staff’s effectiveness.

What could be contributing to the
inefficiency, ineffectiveness, or dearth
in accountability? Is there a mis-
match between an agency’s public

purpose and its legal authority? Does
the agency lack the necessary opera-
tional competence? Is there a lack of
motivational leadership? Are financial
and other resources inadequate or
inappropriate? Is the opposition from
influential stakeholders too powerful?
The factors preventing a public agen-
cy from achieving its purpose could
be many and complex.

If none of these possible contribu-
tors to an absence of efficiency, effec-
tiveness, and accountability is a sig-
nificant cause, maybe a reorganiza-
tion is the best remedy. Nevertheless,
reorganization alone will not fix inad-
equate legal authority. It will not
automatically improve operational
competence. It will not generate moti-
vational leadership. Neither will it
produce additional resources or neu-
tralize stakeholder opposition.

Moreover, any attempt to reorga-
nize government consumes talent.
Human talent. That is the opportu-
nity cost of any reorganization effort.
For the men and women who will be
reorganizing could have been doing
something else: directly improving
effectiveness, efficiency, and account-
ability. These talented people could
have been exercising leadership to
obtain the necessary legal authority,
to improve the organization’s opera-
tional competence, to motivate indi-
viduals and teams to pursue the pur-
pose with dedication and creativity, to
garner the necessary resources, and
to build an effective political coalition.

Any effort to reorganize any gov-
ernment will divert the talents of lots
of people. Indeed, always remember
what James Q. Wilson said: “Talent is
scarcer than money.” d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

“Talent is scarcer than money,”
James Q. Wilson reminded us. 
So why do so many presidents
(governors and mayors) waste
this precious resource on reorga-
nizing government? Why don’t
they put their best talent to work
producing real results?
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Data Rummaging
Data. Public managers can’t get

along without data. If they are going
to produce results—if they are going
to improve performance—public man-
agers need data. 

To produce such results, public
managers can use data in a variety of
ways. For example, they can use data
to tell them how well they are doing at
producing results. They can use data
to tell them which strategies are pro-
ducing those results (and which ones
are not). They can use data to tell
them why and how the successful
strategies are working.

Public managers can also use data
to reveal what performance deficits
are preventing them from producing
better results. They can use data to
identify which opportunities for im-
proving performance they should try
next. They can use data to suggest
which leadership strategies they
might employ to improve perfor-
mance.

From where, however, do managers
get these data? Silly question. Obvi-
ously they get data from a data set.
Or from a data bank. Or a data base. 

If a public manager doesn’t have
one of these—preferably a big one of
these—how can he or she exercise
performance leadership and produce
better results? 

What data, however, might help?
What data might be most useful? How
might a manager know what data to
use? Where might a manager find
useful data? How might a manager
know how to analyze what data?

Is the most useful data in a data
set? Or a data bank? Or a data base?

Yes. Or maybe yes. Or maybe no.
It isn’t obvious where a manager—

or the manager’s trusty analyst—will
find the most valuable data. After all,
data are only useful to the extent that
they can help answer an important
question. Thus, what data are useful
depends on the problems the man-
ager needs to address, the questions
that he needs to ask, the choices she
needs to make.

So how will a manager or analyst
find the data he or she needs?

A common response is: “data min-
ing.” Indeed, there are dozens of
books with the phrase “data mining”
in the title, including (you guessed it)
Data Mining for Dummies. All the
manager needs is to mine data.

Unfortunately, like all metaphors,
the data-mining metaphor comes with
some (not too subtle) connotations
that may—or may not—be helpful.

Data mining: If you are going to
mine for data, you will need a mine.
You also need to know the kind of ore
[a.k.a. data] for which you plan to go
mining.

But what if you don’t know? What
if you don’t know what kind of data
you need, or want, or might maybe
find useful? And even if you did
know, where in which mine might you
find this valuable ore?

If you are planning to mine for
aluminum, for example, you will need
to find a mine. Or you will need to
construct one where the geology and
geography suggest you could mine for
aluminum.

Unfortunately, that place doesn’t
exist. You can’t mine for aluminum.
It’s not like mining for other metals
such as silver or gold. Aluminum does
not exist in nature. If you want alumi-
num, you have to go mining for baux-
ite, from which you then extract the
aluminum.

Still, if you wanted to mine for
aluminum, you would know (or quick-
ly learn) that you needed to construct
your mine where there is bauxite.

Suppose, however, you don’t know
what ore you are looking for. Suppose
you have no idea whether you should
go mining for aluminum, or iron, or
francium, or ice cream. It can make a
big difference. 

Still, deciding where to locate your
mine is relatively easy. After all, you
are not likely to be ambivalent about
whether you should mine for alumi-
num, or silver, or mercury.

Suppose, however, you don’t know
what kind of data will, or might, help
you. In this case, how can you go
data mining? How can you even go
data prospecting? How can you go
looking for data if you don’t know
what kind of data might be useful?

It’s like when Hawk explains to
Spenser, in Robert Parker’s Cold Ser-
vice, “we looking for somebody we
may not recognize when we find him.”

In such situations, you have to go
data rummaging—looking for some-
thing— but not knowing what it looks
like, let alone where you might find it.

You might have a theory—perhaps
drawn from experience with a similar
performance challenge. Or maybe you
have a guess about what might be
important. Nevertheless, unless it hits
you on the head with a sledge ham-
mer, you may not recognize it.

Still, when pursuing this theory or
following this guess, you will need to
be alert for other possibilities: blips in
the data; things that don’t add up
(mathematically or metaphorically);
something that doesn’t look quite
right. As Albert Szent-Györgyi, who
won the Nobel Prize in Medicine, put
it: “Discovery consists of seeing what
everybody has seen and thinking
what nobody has thought.” d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

Like all metaphors, “data min-
ing” comes with connotations
that may, or may not, help. What
data might be useful, and where
is the mine in which you might
find it? And how do you extract
the nuggets from the junk with
which it is randomly interlaced?
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Why Performance Measures Get a Bad Rap?
If I read one more article about

how performance measures and per-
formance targets are bad or evil or . .
. , I’m going to scream. Actually, I’ve
already screamed. Many times.

It’s true: Badly designed perfor-
mance measures and badly designed
performance targets are bad. They
can screw everything up. And they do.

So, however, can bad legislation,
and bad administrative regulations,
and [fill in your pet peeve]. Indeed,
bad anythings can screw things up.
As with all of life—personal life, pro-
fessional life, government life—bad
things can screw everything up.

So why do bad performance mea-
sures get more of a bad rap than (just
to pick two examples) bad legislation
or bad regulations? Don’t they screw
things up too? In fact, can’t they
screw things up so badly that it 
makes no difference what measures
or targets a public manager chooses? 

Yes: Badly designed performance
measures and targets screw things up
by motivating people to engage in
counterproductive behavior—to im-
prove the measure, to hit the target
but to do so in a way that does not
achieve the real public purpose.

Indeed, as I have argued before,
there is “No Perfect Performance Mea-
sure.” This is a given. If you give me a
performance measure or target, I can
tell you what’s wrong with it. I’m good
at this. It’s easy to be good at this.

That’s because the connection
between a specific performance mea-
sure or target and the real public
purpose is never perfect.

The same is also true for legislation
and regulations. The connection be-
tween their specific words and the
real public purpose is never perfect.
Never! That’s also why legislation and
regulations can screw things up.

So why do performance measures
and targets get such a bad rap?

The answer, I think, is because the
causal connection between a bad
measure or target and the resulting
counterproductive behavior is often

very direct and thus very obvious.
Bad legislation can avoid a bad rap

by blaming those who crafted the
accompanying regulations. Bad regu-
lation can avoid a bad rap blaming
those who implemented the regs.

At the core of effective implementa-
tion, however, are often the measures
and targets that managers design,
while carefully abiding by all of the
regs, to  produce the result necessary
to achieve the legislative purpose. 

Yet, if no performance measure can
perfectly capture the true purpose of
the legislation (while also complying
with all of the regs), some people will
find it convenient to engage in coun-
terproductive behavior. If a public
manager establishes a target, people
will seek to hit this target—but not
necessarily in a way that achieves the
real, legislative purpose.

A manager can carefully chose the
measure and the target to achieve the
purpose. But if this target can never
be exactly what is desired, then peo-
ple will end up producing something
that is not exactly what is desired.
Who should be surprised at this?

Managers who create performance
measures and performance targets
have to be prepared for this mis-
match. They have to think ahead:
How can people hit this target but not
achieve our real, public purpose?

Not thinking about the potential
behavioral responses to a measure or
a target (or to legislation or regula-
tions) is the same as not thinking
about your children’s potential behav-
ior in a variety of situations (at which,

in just a few months, a parent gets
quite good).

It’s like leaving a child who doesn’t
like brussel sprouts in the dining
room with the brussel sprouts and
the dog while you go back to the
kitchen to get a glass of wine. What
do you think will happen?

If you have not thought ahead
about what will happen—in fact if you
have not planned how to prevent
what will happen and vigilantly
monitored for this counterproductive
behavior—you will return to find both
a happy child and a happy dog.

Thinking ahead: This imperative
applies to the managers who create
performance measures and targets. It
also applies to legislators who enact
legislation and to regulators who
write regs. 

They all have to think ahead. How
can people follow the exact words in
the legislation but not achieve its real
purpose? How can people obey the
exact words in the regs but not
achieve their real purpose?

After all, with measures, targets,
legislation, and regulation, things can
go wrong. Murphy was right! Things
will go wrong.

No government official can feign
surprise. “I’m shocked that my bril-
liant legislation, regs, measures or
targets have failed to motivate the
desired behavior and thus are not
producing the desired results.”

All public officials need to think
ahead. Then, they have to be vigilant.

People—real humans—do create
bad legislation, bad regulations, and
bad performance measures, and bad
targets. Then bad things happen.
They do. And they will! d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Why do performance measures
get a worse rap than legislation
or regulations? The answer, I
think, is because the causal con-
nection between a bad measure
and the resulting counterproduc-
tive behavior is more direct and
thus much more obvious.
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“You Can’t Manage What You Can’t Message”
This phrase is, of course, a play on

the old line attributed to Peter Druck-
er, to W. Edwards Deming, to Robert
Kaplan and David Norton, and to your
favorite management guru. You know
the original phrase:

“You can’t manage what
you can’t measure.”

Unfortunately, the similar seven-
word phrase that ends with the verb
“message” has received far less atten-
tion. Still, this second phrase is at
least as relevant as the original. It too
emphasizes the importance of an
obvious and essential leadership
behavior that is too often overlooked.

Indeed, I think this second point is 
actually Leadership Behavior #1:

“Clarifying and reiterating the
[organization’s] purpose can
keep everyone focused on
what is to be accomplished.”

A public manager who seeks to
mobilize people to accomplish a pub-
lic purpose, needs a clear strategy
plus words that explain:

(1) the purpose we are all trying to
accomplish, 

(2) how we are trying to accom-
plish this purpose, and

(3) the difference this accomplish-
ment will make to citizens.

To convince employees, collaborators,
and citizens to devote serious effort
and resources to achieving this pur-
pose by implementing this strategy, a
public manager needs a clear mes-
sage that explains (1) purpose, (2)
strategy, and (3) consequences. 

Moreover, this message has to
start with purpose. Thus, in The
PerformanceStat Potential, I argue:

By repeating and repeating
the public purpose that the
organization is responsible for
achieving, the leadership team
can ensure that, in their pur-
suit of detailed tasks and spe-
cific targets, people do not
forget their overarching mis-
sion.

Merely repeating the message is,
however, not enough. The manager

—and the message—have to be con-
vincing. After all, everyone already
has a series of daily tasks, each of
which comes with a deadline. These
tasks and deadlines can easily domi-
nate everyone’s attention and effort.

Yet how important are these daily
tasks? Are they essential to achieving
the organization’s public purpose? Or
are these tasks direct descendants of
those that Imhotep created when he
built the Pyramid for King Djoser? Or
are these tasks primarily designed to
keep the organization and its people
out of trouble?

For front-line employees, the pur-
pose behind many tasks may not be
obvious. It may not be obvious to
front-line managers or even to middle
managers. Maybe only those on the
leadership team—those who designed
the strategy—appreciate the public
purpose or the strategy. And without
a purpose plus a strategy for achiev-
ing it, the work of public employees
deteriorates into a series of unrelated
tasks and their deadlines.

Still, like most of the principles of
effective leadership, the link between
purpose, message, work, and accom-
plishment seems obvious. Yet it is
rarely mentioned. As far as I can tell,
these seven words are the invention
of Richard T. Cole.

I met Rick Cole when he was the
chief of staff to James Blanchard,
who served as governor of Michigan
from 1983 to 1990. Cole had previ-
ously been Blanchard’s press secre-
tary, a responsibility that certainly
required him to deliver a clear, com-

prehensible message.
Cole, however, was not a profes-

sional wordsmith. He had never been
a journalist, which rankled some in
the profession who thought one of
their own was more qualified to be a
press secretary.

And although later in his career,
Cole chaired the Department of Ad-
vertising and Public Relations at
Michigan State, his professional life
included work as senior vice president
of Blue Cross and Blue Shield of
Michigan and as executive vice presi-
dent of the Detroit Medical Center.

So why do Cole’s seven words re-
quire our attention? Aren’t they obvi-
ous? Doesn’t every public manager
have his or her version of “the mes-
sage”? Can’t they all explain simply
and clearly their purpose, their strat-
egy, and the difference that this will
make for citizens?

Unfortunately, no. As Nietzsche
emphasized: “Forgetting our objec-
tives is the most frequent of all acts of
stupidity.” Or maybe this should be
updated to say: “Not having an object-
ive is the even more frequent of all
acts of stupidity.”

A foundation officer once visited a
public agency and, when he asked
what the agency was trying to accom-
plish, he got identical answers from
the leadership team and from front-
line employees. He was surprised.
Impressed. How did this happen?

Yes: the leadership team had a
clear macro purpose, with clear tar-
gets for each unit, all of which they
explained in a careful and clear mes-
sage. Moreover, they followed the
basic rule for all important communi-
cations: Repeat! Repeat! Repeat!  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Every public manager needs to
deliver a clear message that ex-
plains to employees, collabora-
tors, and citizens: (1) the pur-
pose to be accomplished, (2) the
strategy for achieving this pur-
pose, and (3) the difference this
will make in the lives of citizens.
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Are All of Us (including me) Really Thinking? 

Recently, I bought a new coffee
maker. Naturally, being a meticulous
guy, I opened the instruction book
and began to read.

Under “important safeguards,”
instruction #3 told me: “To protect
against the risk of electric shock, do
not put motor body of blender in wa-
ter or other liquids.” What? I thought
I bought a coffee pot, not a blender.

Still, instruction #3—whether for a
blender or a coffee pot—did make
sense. Putting any electrical appli-
ance in water is a dumb idea. Didn’t
your mother teach you that?

When I got to instruction #20, I
was told: “Do not operate your appli-
ance in an appliance garage.” Huh?

Quickly, however, I figured out
that by “garage,” the manufacturer
meant a “cabinet” in my kitchen.

Even more quickly, I figured out
that the instructions were first writ-
ten in a language other than English.
And whoever proofed the translation
of the instructions (assuming that a
human did proof them) was also not a
native English speaker.

What was the firm that sold me
this coffee maker thinking? If this is
the quality of its instructions (which
ought to be easy and cheap to pro-
duce), what is the quality of their
coffee pot, or blender, or whatever I
buy for my appliance garage.

The question isn’t what the firm’s
CEO was thinking. The CEO neither
wrote nor proofed the instruction
book. Nevertheless, he or she clearly
has the responsibility to ensure that
everyone involved in the design, pro-
duction, and marketing of the coffee
maker is thinking—really thinking.

Here, at least two people were not.
First, the person who translated the
instructions was not thinking—or was
not capable of thinking in English.
Second, the manager responsible for
coffee-pot instructions—and thus the
people who wrote, translated, and
proofed the instructions—had not
bothered to think either. This man-
ager had not even bothered to read.

In my youth, I collected baseball
cards. These days, I collect examples
of organizations and their managers
who don’t think—don’t really think.
They are much easier to find than a
1947 Jackie Robinson rookie card.

For example, at a recent confer-
ence, participants were given a name
tag. It was placed inside a plastic
garage at the end of a lanyard which
hung around your neck. To learn
someone’s name, you had to stare at
his or her navel. Not very polite.

And even then, you had no more
than a 50 percent chance of learning
the person’s name. For while one side
of the name tag displayed the name,
the other side was blank.

Several years ago, a small cabal of
us who regularly attend this confer-
ence convinced its administrative
staff to print the participants’ names
on both sides of the name tag.

This would seem to be a simple
and obvious “innovation.” How diffi-
cult is it to recognize the value of
increasing the probability of learning
someone’s name from 45% to maybe
90% or even 95% (assuming that
some participants always lose or for-
get their name tag)? Indeed, another
member of our original cabal quickly
noticed the relapse.

Yet how difficult is it to implement
this “innovation”? Do no firms pro-
duce printers that can print on both
sides of a name-tag card?

There must be some National Asso-
ciation of Conference Managers that
has established a firm rule: “Do not
waste ink by printing participants’

names on both sides of the name tag.”
A few years ago, I bought a new car

which obviously contains multiple
computers. One will beep and post a
warning on a dashboard screen com-
plete with a snowflake icon: “Roads
may be icy. Take care while driving.”
This could be helpful. Except, when
this warning appears, the road is
often dry, the temperature is 37º or
39º, and the sun is shining.

I also get a beep if I have driven
200 miles without stopping. When my
car beeps at me, I assume that it is
telling me that something is very
wrong. Of course, when I get this
beep, I’m driving in traffic at 65 miles
per hour.  How else could I manage to
drive 200 miles without stopping? So
figuring out what is wrong by search-
ing my dashboard is very dangerous.

The failure of people to think is not
a government problem. It is a large-
organization problem. It plagues any
organization large enough to need a
hierarchy to manage its multiple
tasks, activities, and processes.

Most public sector executives—
such as a town’s superintendent of
education, or the Secretary of Veter-
ans Affairs—cannot as easily, person-
ally, and surreptitiously check on the
quality of their organizations’ ser-
vices, and thus check on whether
their people are thinking. In contrast,
the top executives of firms that make
consumer products, do have a simple
way to check whether their managers
are thinking: Just buy their product
directly from a retail outlet and use it.

For all organizations, the chief
executive (and middle managers too)
need to constantly ask: “Are all of us
(including me) really thinking?” d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

In my youth, I collected baseball
cards. These days, I collect ex-
amples of organizations whose
managers don’t think, who don’t
really think about what they are
doing. They are much easier to
find than a 1947 Jackie Robin-
son rookie baseball card.
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Human Judgment is Actually Required
On October 5, 1960, the United

States almost went to war with the
Soviet Union.

In the previous spring, the U.S.
had begun installing its Ballistic Mis-
sile Early Warning System in Thule,
Greenland. The purpose of BMEWS
was to warn the U.S. of a Soviet mis-
sle attack. And by early autumn, the
Thule facility was operational.

Just in time! For on October 5,
Thule’s radar reported that dozens of
missiles, apparently launched from
Siberia, were headed towards North
America. NORAD headquarters in
Colorado was immediately notified,
where, above a map of the globe, a
number flashed, indicating the level
of the threat. It started at “1," the
lowest threat but soon advanced to
“2,” then “3," next “4," and finally
“5"—the maximum threat level, which
meant there was a 99.9% chance that
the U.S. was being attacked.

Within minutes, the Air Force had
to make a decision.

Fortunately, NORAD’s vice com-
mander, the highest ranking officer at
headquarters, asked a useful ques-
tion: “Where’s Khrushchev?” The
question was easy to answer. He was
at the United Nations in New York. It
didn’t seem likely that U.S.S.R. would
attack the U.S. while the first secre-
tary of its Communist Party was,
himself, in the country.

Still, the radar signals could not be
dismissed. NORAD had to notify the
President. First, however, headquar-
ters had to talk directly with Thule.
And when NORAD’s call went through
to a captain there, he requested a
chance to check for a technical mal-
function. He soon concluded that the
signals being picked up by the radar
came not from an armada of missiles. 

The radar’s signals were bouncing
off the moon.

You may not have known this, but
you should be personally very happy
that a real, intelligent human realized
that the computer’s program was
deficient. It lacked the ability to track

the location of the moon.
Today, of course, we humans be-

lieve whatever our computers tell us.
We trust the computer in our dash-
board or our smart phone to give us
directions. Often this is helpful.
Sometimes it can be dangerous.

When one woman’s GPS told her to
turn right onto a train track, she
obeyed. But her van became stuck on
the tracks. She and her two children
barely escaped before a commuter
train demolished her van.

Albert and Rita Chretien weren’t so
lucky. Driving from British Columbia
to Las Vegas, they decided to take a
scenic route. But they couldn’t find a
road back to I-93. So they asked their
GPS for advice. It recommended a dirt
road, which the couple took. The
road, however, was headed towards
some snow-topped mountains. And,
as day turned to night, the Chretiens
couldn’t see where they were headed.

It was “a pretty good road,” the local
sheriff observed, that “slowly goes
bad.” Rita survived. Albert did not.

This all-too-common behavior now
has a nickname: “Death by GPS.”

And isn’t just clueless tourists who
blindly follow their GPS devices. In
Vermont, professional truck drivers
do it all too frequently. At both ends
of the scenic—but narrow and wind-
ing—Notch Road, is a sign: “Tractor
Trailers Prohibited.” Truckers ignore
the warning. They obey their GPS.

Then, once a month, one of them
gets stuck, requiring the Vermont
Agency of Transportation to close the
highway, while it removes the offend-

ing truck or tour bus.
Stanislas Dehaene, a French math-

ematician who shifted to neurosci-
ence, observed in his book The Num-
ber Sense: “In domains in which the
computer excels—the faultless execu-
tion of a long series of logical steps—
our brain turns out to be slow and
fallible. Conversely, in domains in
which computer science meets its
most serious challenges—shape rec-
ognition and attribution of mean-
ing—our brain shines by its extraordi-
nary speed.”

We do not, however, always appre-
ciate the difference. Sometimes, our
unthinking reliance on technology is
dumb and fatal. Other times, it is
merely amusing.

Years ago, when your daily news-
paper printed its first edition, some-
one proofed it for the inevitable typos.
With financial constraints, however,
newspapers appear to have eliminated
this step. How do I know? Because
The Boston Globe’s hyphenation soft-
ware makes numerous mistakes: My
favorites include: “microf-racture,”
“Cooper-stown,” “Tri-pAdvisor,” “l-
egislation,” “casel-oad” and “iP-hone.”
“The Globe even hy-phenated a one-
syllable word: Fly–nn.

Indeed, the problem seems to
plague every newspaper. Here’s one
from The New York Times: “pos-
tracial.” The Economist had two on
one page: “star-tup” and “Skille-dUp.”

Word-processing software always
comes with a dictionary that can be
updated whenever a word is added or
an error is discovered. So why did my
local paper twice hyphenate the nick-
name of the University of Massachu-
setts as “UM-ass”? d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

We humans seem to trust our
computers more than we trust
our own brains. Yet, whenever a
computer gives us an instruction
we ought to ask ourselves: 
“Does this make sense?” Often it
will. Sometimes, however, the
instruction could prove fatal.
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Where Should We Focus Our Attention?
Every time I go hiking in the White

Mountains of New Hampshire, I have
a problem—an annoying problem.

Yet, when I am hiking on the trails
of the National Forests in the Rocky
Mountains, this problem disappears.

Why?  Because the National Forest
Service has designed its trails to ac-
commodate the outfitters who take
the city slickers out to their back-
country campsite for a fishing or
hunting expedition. And to ensure
that their clients have an enjoyable
“outdoor” experience (all of these
outfitters want repeat business and
referrals) they bring along lots of
equipment, and food, and beer.

To transport these necessities, the
outfitters need mules or horses. Thus
these trails are wide and gently grad-
ed. When I hike up even a small
mountain, the trail will have a num-
ber of switchbacks making my assent
pleasantly gradual.

New Hampshire, however, is not
called “The Granite State” for nothing.
Neither the terrain nor the trails are
designed to accommodate horses. Too
many rocks!

Yes: there is the Old Bridle Path
that runs from Franconia Notch up to
the Appalachian Mountain Club’s
Greenleaf Hut, with another trail
continuing on to Mount Lafayette.
When there was a Summit House at
the top (all that is left is the founda-
tion) horses provided the city slickers
with an easy assent.

Indeed, when I first hiked the Old
Bridle Path decades ago, it was wide,
well graded, and quite straight. It was
then a real bridle path designed for
real horses. But as the AMC has
sought to reduce erosion, sections of
the trail have been moved (sometimes
more than once). Today, no horse
would find the rocks on this “bridle
path” very accommodating.

As a result, whenever I hike in the
White Mountains—whether it is on
the “Old Bridle Path” or anywhere
else—I face the same dilemma:

� Where should I focus my eyes?

Sadly, I have two conflicting choices.
Choice #1: Focus on where I will

place my foot for the next step? If I
fail to concentrate on this, I am apt to
become painfully aware that the rock
on which I had planned to put my
foot wasn’t quite where my brain
remembered it was.

Choice #2: Focus ten steps ahead.
If I fail to concentrate on this, I might
suddenly discover that I am stuck on
the wrong part of the trail with no
obvious place for my next step. Even
worse, I might discover that I have
hiked off the trail and thus have to
figure out where it really is and then
bushwhack back.

Unfortunately, even though I have
two eyes, I can’t simultaneously focus
on the rocks two feet in front of me
and on the trail ten feet ahead. Thus,
I can easily twist an ankle or find
myself looking for the trail. Or both.

All public managers—even if they
have never hiked up a path more
physically challenging than their local
Capitol Street—face a conceptually
similar problem.

Certainly, every public manager
should always start with purpose. But
once an agency’s leadership team has
chosen its purpose—and gained the
support necessary to begin pursuing
it—on what should the members of
the team concentrate their attention?

� Should they focus on the precise
step that they need to take to-
day?

� Should they focus on thinking
about steps that they will need to
take next week or next month?

The good news, of course, is the
leadership team has multiple sets of
eyes. They could assign some team
members to focus on what needs to
be done today, while asking others to
think about what they will need to be
doing next week, or next month, or at
some critical time—or times—in the
future.

Still, there will always be the crisis
of the day: Oops, yesterday we twisted
an ankle; how do we recover? Or what
should we do to ensure that we don’t
lose our way?

If the leadership team isn’t careful,
the challenge (or anxiety) created by
the very careful focus on today’s foot
could mean that in a week or three,
the team could find itself off the trail
—lost in a confusing muddle of bush-
es, trees, boulders and a meandering
stream that might, or might not, ac-
tually be the trail.

Unfortunately, we humans find it
is difficult to simultaneously focus on
two different tasks. We flit back and
forth between them. Indeed, how can
anyone concentrate effectively on two
different and fully demanding chores? 
And how do we cope when the num-
ber of demanding chores escalates to
three or thirteen? 

All public managers have to focus
attention on both the next step for
accomplishing their purpose and—
simultaneously—on the steps that
their organization will have to take
ten days, ten weeks, and ten months
in the future. Both are necessary to
accomplish their public purpose.

Unfortunately, the National Forest
Service is not going to ride to the
rescue with a broad, smoothly graded,
easy-to-follow trail. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

Once the members of a public
agency’s leadership team have
chosen their purpose, on what
should they focus their atten-
tion? On the precise steps they
need to take today?  Or on the
steps that they will have to take
next week or next month?
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Why the Generals Have It Easy
Compared with most public execu-

tives, the generals have it easy: They
get to declare victory.

You probably weren’t in Yorktown
to witness General Charles O’Hara
present the sword of surrender to
General George Washington’s top
officer, General Benjamin Lincoln.

I also don’t think you were at Ap-
pomattox Court House. Still you are
well aware of General Ulysses S.
Grant’s victory.

You might be old enough, however,
to have been on the deck of the USS
Missouri in 1945 to witness General
Douglas MacArthur’s victory. More
likely, you remember his less final but
more symbolic victory when he “re-
turned” to the Philippines.

To dramatize that he had made
good on his “I-shall-return” pledge,
MacArthur waded ashore twice. He
wanted a dramatic image of his vic-
tory, but on the first try, the photo-
grapher was MIA. So MacArthur went
back and did it all over again. That’s
the picture that you remember.

Not all military battles end, how-
ever, with a formal surrender. At
Waterloo, Napoleon stubbornly re-
fused to do so. But all of us still know
that the victory went to Wellington.

Indeed, for the glory of every mili-
tary victory, there is an accompany-
ing humiliation of defeat. General
Charles Cornwallis sent O’Hara out to
surrender; yet we all know that it was
Cornwallis who lost. And every paint-
ing of Grant inside Appomattox Court
House includes Robert E. Lee.

Obviously, the generals don’t al-
ways win. They do, however, get the 
opportunity to occasionally declare
victory. Most public managers don’t.

After all, most public managers do
not have a dedicated enemy to defeat.
Most public managers do not have an
opponent who can ceremoniously
surrender even a symbolic sword.

Still, sometimes public managers
and their troops do get to declare
victory. For example, think of the
public managers in public health.

In 1979, the World Health Organi-
zation announced that smallpox had
been eradicated. Defeated! Unfortu-
nately, for photographers, historians,
and artists, the Variola major virus
wasn’t available to dramatically sur-
render its sword (or its DNA).

Yes, public-health managers have
yet to defeat either diphtheria or po-
lio. Yet, they are winning both battles.
For both diseases, immunization has
cut world-wide deaths by 85 percent.

Why, however, can’t most public
managers win a glorious victory?
Because they are more focused on
avoiding an ignominious defeat.

Yet every victory worth celebrating
has only been achieved at some risk—
specifically at the risk of a public and
shameful failure.

Yes, most public managers aren’t
up against Napoleon. In fact, most
have no one—no specific army, en-
emy, or person—to defeat.

Still, all public managers have
something to accomplish. If they do
not, both their job and their agency
should be eliminated. If they have
nothing specific to accomplish, why
do they exist? 

So what result is victory? What
should an agency and its leadership
team seek to accomplish? Maybe this
has been specified, though I doubt
whether the World Health Assembly
or its executive board gave WHO’s
director-general an explicit, out-of-
the-blue directive: Defeat smallpox!

Instead, I suspect, as it became
obvious that victory was possible, the
decision to attack smallpox emerged

from discussions among key manag-
ers, strategists, and stakeholders.
Victory, however, required WHO to
mobilize the necessary resources, to
develop an effective strategy, and to
commit to victory.

Resources, strategy, and  commit-
ment: All three are necessary for vic-
tory. All three require management
and leadership. Resources present a
physical and fiscal challenge. Strategy
creates an intellectual challenge.
Commitment induces a psychologi-
cal—and the biggest—challenge.

That’s why public managers avoid
setting targets. Targets are danger-
ous. They require a public commit-
ment and thus create the possibility
of a public defeat. Without a target,
however, a public manager has no
opportunity for a meaningful victory.

Without a target, the manager and
the organization can only assert: “We
are working as hard as we can, as
creatively as we can, and as diligently
as we can. What more do you want?”

Our answer, of course, is that we
want victory. In most situations, we
may not know what victory should be.
We just know we want one.

Thus, an agency manager has a
choice: Either define and pursue vic-
tory, or discover that the elected chief
executive is looking for a new man-
ager (just as Lincoln was constantly
looking for a general who would win).

Certainly, the generals never have
it easy. Lincoln went through multiple
generals before he found one who
aggressively pursued victory. Still, the
generals do have one big advantage
over most public managers. Like
Grant at Appomattox, they do occa-
sionally get to declare victory. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

To demonstrate the value of their
agency and their leadership,
public managers need to be able
to declare victory. But first, they 
have to define what victory is.
Then they have to mobilize the
resources, develop an effective
strategy, and commit to victory.
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People Are Watching (And Often Laughing)
On the ride from Reykjavik back

to Keflavik International Airport, the
cabbie asked us, “Please, don’t tell
your friends about Iceland.” The
330,000 residents of this island na-
tion, he complained, have too many
tourists.

Indeed, on the Reykjavik water-
front is a big hole, out of which will
rise a 250-room, luxury hotel for even
more tourists. Moreover, Icelanders
fear that, when completed, the hotel
will block the view of the city’s dra-
matic Harpa, the concert hall and
conference center that is Iceland’s
answer to the Sydney Opera House.

Our cabbie may not, however, need
to worry. The first foot that Iceland
puts forward—and its last foot too—is
the anything-but-welcoming Keflavik
Airport. In 2015, almost 4.9 million
passengers passed through the air-
port. Through the first six months of
2016, passengers have totaled 2.7
million. That’s sixteen passengers for
every resident of the island—a jump
of 25% over 2014.

Indeed, from 2012 to 2015, pas-
senger traffic at Keflavik nearly dou-
bled. Both Icelandair and WOW offer
cheap, one-stop flights between the
U.S. and Europe with the option of a
few-day layover in Iceland. Little won-
der that passenger traffic is up, up,
and away.

Unfortunately, Keflavik’s facilities
have not made any great leap forward
(or even a small hop). Two-and-half
years ago, the airport signed a con-
tract for the latest, high-tech, state-
of-the-art, baggage-handling system
to be completed by the end of 2014.

I don’t think that system handled
our luggage.

When we arrived at Keflavik, we
found a few short, narrow, crammed-
together carousels the likes of which
I had not seen in a decade, each sur-
ronded  by a crowd of passengers at
least half-a-dozen deep. After an hour
jostling other passengers for a peek at
what bags were coming down the line,
we were out of the airport.

All this is, however, quite predict-
able. The airport’s rush hour is liter-
ally one hour. Between 11:00 pm. and
12:00 midnight, 13 planes (including
ours from Boston) are scheduled to
land at Keflavik (though some don’t
make it until early the next day). That
is 15% of the entire day’s landing in
one hour.

Another way to look at it is: Every
five minutes during this rush hour,
another plane lands with 100 to 150
passengers and 200 to 300 bags. This
means that around midnight, there
could be nearly 2,000 very tired pas-
sengers competing with each other to
find their luggage.

Little wonder that, a few weeks
after our trip, when fifteen planes
arrived between 11:00 pm and 2:00
a.m. passengers waited for hours for
their luggage.

Arriving at any airport and trying
to find your luggage is never a great
customer experience. But our arrival
at Keflavik was better than our depar-
ture. Showing our passports, check-
ing our luggage, and getting through
security was pretty standard. But
then, after security, the lines contin-
ued and, at the end of each line,
someone asked to see your passport,
again. Later, when I bought a snack,
I asked at check out whether I needed
to show my passport.

We followed the signs towards our
gate, and then we hit a wall. Literally.
There was a glass wall, with our gate
(or so it seemed) somewhere on the
outer side. But where? And when
would someone open a door in the

wall? No announcement. No clue.
There was the usual airport collec-

tion of Millennials sitting on the floor
charging their phones. But there were
Baby Boomers sitting on the floor too.
Because there were no chairs. Zero.

Also, there were no announce-
ments. Not that anyone can compre-
hend the information or instructions
that an airport announcement is
providing. Still, it would have been
comforting to hear your flight number
and a time. After all, we were getting
close to departure time, and (given
that airports have a habit of occasion-
ally switching gates), even a garbled
message in which we could detect our
destination, our flight number, our
departure time, and something that
sounded sorta like our gate would
have been a little reassuring.

Then a person arrived, opened the
glass wall, and we streamed through
to what we took to be the place where
our boarding passes would be check-
ed. After all, there was a real person
here (though you couldn’t be really
sure, since this real-looking person
said nothing).

Eventually, she began to check our
passports (again). While we waited for
this final check, I looked through
another glass wall, where (again) no
passengers were permitted to go,
though there was an escalator that
might have taken us to a few chairs.

Here was the final irony. For on the
other side of the wall were two hard-
working airport employees. They were
meticulously polishing the brushed
aluminum on the underside of the
(unuseable) escalator.

I pointed this out to my fellow
passengers. We all laughed.

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

When the service provided by a
business or public agency gets
bad, people complain. When,
however, the service gets atro-
ciously bad, people give up.
There is no point in complaining.
They simply laugh at the organi-
zation’s obvious incompetence.
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Different Measures Create Different Incentives
One reason to measure perfor-

mance is to evaluate the effectiveness
of organizations and of people. But
this is not the only purpose. In fact, I
think that there are multiple answers
to the question:  “Why measure perfor-
mance?” And one of these purposes is
to motivate organizations and people.

It might not seem that these two
purposes are in conflict. After all, we
want to motivate people to accomplish
what we want to evaluate. Still, any
effort to measure performance ought
to come with a big, flashing warning
sign: A measure that works well for
one purpose, might not work so well
for other purposes.

Consider the challenge of both
motivating and evaluating the perfor-
mance of school districts, schools,
and even individual teachers: If we
create a measure for evaluative pur-
poses, will this simultaneously ac-
complish our motivational purposes?

Maybe. Maybe not.
To evaluate students’ learning (and

thus to evaluate teachers’ teaching),
we usually create a test that covers
what we want students to learn.

We cannot, however, require stu-
dents to spend too much time taking
tests. Thus, no test can cover every-
thing we want students to learn. So
we have to focus a test on the most
important ideas, concepts, and skills.
Thus, the test creates incentives for
students to focus on these essentials.

This test also creates incentives for
teachers to focus on these essentials.
Because they are human, they will
teach to the test. (Surprise?)

What about the school principals
and the school superintendents? Do
they teach to the test? That depends
upon what they think is their “test.”

In the U.S., many superintendents
and principals get their score on their
annual test published in the local
newspaper—some number between
zero and 100. Their professional and
personal score is the percentage of
the students in their district or school
that passed the annual test.

Very simple.  Very straightforward.
Very visible. Very little ambiguity.

What, however, is the motivational
impact of this performance measure
on the principals and superinten-
dents? That may depend upon the
nature of the school or district. Con-
sider, for example, two situations.

If you are the principal or superin-
tendent in a district with parents who
have never graduated from high
school and who are struggling eco-
nomically, you face a significant chal-
lenge. You know that, this year (like
last year and next year) you won’t
have a 95% pass rate. You might be
lucky to get a 70% pass rate. 

For you, what is success? No one
will be surprised at your score. No
one will say it is totally your fault.
And whether your score went up by a
few percentage points (or down by a
few), you won’t get too much credit or
too much blame. Small annual
changes are just part of the noise.

So, how should we evaluate—and
motivate—these public executives?

First: I would establish a definition
of success that is clearly not perfec-
tion. For example: The “standard”
could be a 95% “pass” rate.

Second: Each school and district
would have a target of closing the gap
between its last year’s score and the
95% standard. For example: Close the
gap by 10%.

No school system can jump to the
top of the performance mountain in
one year. So let’s not create unrealis-
tic expectations. Instead, let’s give
superintendents, principles, and

teachers something “doable” to ac-
complish. Let’s ask them to focus on
ratcheting up performance to the next
level.

For example, if a district had a
pass rate last year of 75%, its target
for this year would be 77%. If a school
had a pass rate last year of 55%, its
target this year would be 59%. Just
close the gap by 10%.

This means that the definition of
success is making steady progress
towards the standard. Instantaneous
success is impossible. So let’s not
make it even the implicit standard.

Instead, this definition of success
gives superintendents, principals, and
teachers an incentive to develop a
long-term strategy for getting their
schools up to the standard.

In wealthier towns, principals and
superintendents face a different situa-
tion. The implicit comparison is with
other similarly wealthy towns. And if
neighboring school districts have a
97% pass rate, no self-respecting
principal or superintendent can afford
to be at “only” 95%.

Thus, they shift resources from
band, art, and other such “frills,” and
focus these freed-up resources on
getting the last few students into the
“pass” category. Of course, the law of
diminishing marginal returns means
that getting these last few students to
pass has some big opportunity costs
for the other students. No wonder
their parents complain.

So rather than using performance
measures that create counter-produc-
tive competition, accept that not every
student will pass the exam every year,
and thus accept that a perfectly rea-
sonable passing rate is 95%. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

We cannot expect every public
agency to produce perfect perfor-
mance every year. But we should
expect every agency to make
progress every year. So rather
than create absolute measures of
success, each agency needs to
create measures of progress.
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Delegating Both Responsibility and  Discretion
How does a public manager get

public employees to produce results?
The traditional answer is: Tell them
precisely what to do. Don’t give them
any room for discretion. If you do,
they’ll just exploit the opportunity for
their own, personal advantage.

For over a century, democracies
have sought to limit—more accurately
prevent—public managers from exer-
cising discretion. Such constraints
are not, however, designed to produce
results. They are designed to prevent
corruption.

Indeed, for progressive-era reform-
ers who wanted to improve govern-
ment, the performance problem was
the corruption problem. In their cam-
paign to clean up government the
poster child was William “Boss”
Tweed, who, from 1858 to 1871, ran
New York City’s Tammany Hall.

The “posters” were Thomas Nast’s
cartoons, in Harper’s Weekly. The
message was clear and simple: If
public employees can exercise discre-
tion, they can and will make choices
that benefit themselves not citizens.

Particularly important was limiting
a public manager’s ability to decide
whom to hire (and fire) and with
whom to contract for a product or
service. For if public managers had
these kinds of discretion, they could
—and would—hire their cousins and
give contracts to their friends.

To the rescue came two reforms:
civil service and low-bid contracts.

Public employees could only be
hired to perform specific tasks
narrowly defined in a job description
and only based on “merit.” And this
merit was to be determined by each
applicant’s answers on an objective
test tied to the job description.

Contracts were also to be narrowly
constrained with all deliverables com-
pletely delineated in the request for
proposals, so that the “best” proposal
would be—obviously—the lowest bid.

Maybe in the industrial era, it was
possible to explicitly and narrowly
define what were—and were not— any

particular employee’s tasks. After all,
Frederick Winslow Taylor devoted his
professional life to defining each step
involved in doing any particular job
and then to identifying the specific
skills that an individual required to
do that job. Yet even a century ago,
Taylor’s “scientific management” was
not all that scientific.

What happens, however, when it is
not possible to define—explicitly and
completely—how best to achieve a
specific public purpose in all organi-
zational and political circumstances.
Then narrowly constraining the man-
ager’s discretion makes zero sense.
The manager with the responsibility
to achieve the purpose needs both the
skill and authority to figure out how
best to produce the desired results.

The question of discretion is a
major topic in Michael Lipsky’s classic
book, Street-Level Bureaucracy. Lipsky
focuses, however, not on the discre-
tion exercised by managers who are
designing a strategy. Instead, Lipsky
examines the discretion exercised by
government’s front-line employees.

Indeed, because they are not being
observed by their boss, Lipsky’s
“street-level bureaucrats” exercise a
lot of discretion. For example, when
cops pull people over for driving 71
miles per hour in a 60-mph zone,
they have the discretion to issue a
ticket or give a warning. Indeed much
of today’s debate about whether cops
should wear video cameras reflects
their ability to exercise discretion.

Responsibility plus discretion. No
one objects to the responsibility part

of this equation. Certainly public
managers should be responsible for
achieving public purposes. 

The discretion is what makes peo-
ple nervous. For discretion creates
the opportunity for corruption.

Unfortunately, we can’t make man-
agers responsible for accomplishing
public purposes without also giving
them the discretion necessary to de-
sign effective strategies for doing so.

To employ twenty-first-century
strategies for improving the perfor-
mance of any organization (public,
private, or non-profit), managers need
discretion—plus the ability to delegate
discretion. No manager possesses the
knowledge and wisdom necessary to
specify every individual’s every duty.

Yes: Public managers need to es-
tablish specific purposes for agencies
and teams to accomplish. Yes: These
same managers need to set targets for
teams and individuals to achieve.

But these managers can no longer
fool themselves into believing that
they should micro-manage every de-
tail of every subordinate’s work. 

To inspire staff to engage fully in
the challenge of producing results,
managers have to delegate responsi-
bility and discretion. After all, people
will work harder to demonstrate that
their own ideas are effective than to
prove that their boss is a genius.

Today, if we want to accomplish
public purposes, we need to create
enough constraints on corruption so
that we can, indeed, delegate both
responsibility and discretion.

Responsibility and discretion: As
Frank Sinatra once sang about an-
other important institution: “You
can’t have one without the other.” d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

To accomplish public purposes,
public managers need the discre-
tion necessary to figure out how
to best produce the required re-
sults. Thus, we need enough
constraints on corruption that
we can, indeed, delegate both
responsibility and discretion.
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Learn to Hit a Major-League Curveball
In March, 2006, the Boston Red

Sox traded pitcher Bronson Arroyo to
the Cincinnati Reds for outfielder Wily
Mo Peña. Big mistake.

Arroyo was a skinny (but effective)
pitcher: six feet, four inches, but only
190 lbs. Peña was a big powerful
hitter: six feet, three; 260 lbs.

On Tuesday, April 11, 2006. Judy
and I were at Fenway Park for Open-
ing Day. In Boston, Opening Day is a
holiday. Maybe not quite as big as
Allston Christmas—August 31 and
September 1—when the apartment
leases for university students expire,
and they leave their old sofas and
tables on the curb for any elf who will
lug them away. Still, in Boston, Open-
ing Day is always big — as in BIG!

In the the fourth inning, Peña
replaced Boston’s right fielder who
was injured. In his first at bat, he hit
a fly-ball — an easy out. On his next
at bat, he struck out swinging.

But, in the seventh inning, Peña
got a chance to redeem himself. A
deep fly ball came his way. Back he
went to the wall, but he didn’t catch
it. Instead, the ball bounced off his
glove and into the stands. Home run!

Later that day, Pena did catch two
fly balls, for which the Fenway fans
cheered him—sarcastically. (Being
new to Boston, Peña did not get this.)

That same day, Arroyo, pitching in
Cincinnati, hit his second home run
of the year. Boston’s sarcaistas noted
that in the home-run race it was
Bronson Arroyo 2, Wily Mo Peña ¯1.

Arroyo pitched in the majors for 15
seasons, starting 369 games and
making the 2006 All Star team.

Peña, however, was not so success-
ful. He was good at hitting home runs
—big, towering home runs. But only
if the pitcher threw him a fast ball. If
the pitcher threw a curveball, Peña
didn’t stand a chance.

Indeed, Wily Mo Peña never learn-
ed to hit a major-league curveball.
Spending  parts of eight years in the
major leagues, he hit 84 home runs,
but struck out 559 times.

This is often what makes the differ-
ence when a minor-league baseball
player gets promoted to the major
leagues. He has done well against
minor-league pitching. Very well.
That’s why he has been promoted.

Now, however, the game is differ-
ent—different in many ways. For most
batters, one big difference is the
curveball—the major-league curve-
ball. It doesn’t follow the usual trajec-
tory, predicted by Isaac Newton’s laws
of motion. A curveball’s path is affect-
ed by Daniel Bernoulli’s principle of
fluid dynamics: If the speed of a fluid
increases, its pressure decreases.

Bernoulli’s principle is what keeps
an airplane in the air. The wing is
curved so that the air molecules that
go over the top of the wing have to go
further (and thus faster) than the
molecules that go under the wing.
Thus, there is less pressure on the
top of the wing than on its bottom, so
if the plane is moving fast enough, it
doesn’t fall. It continues to fly.

The same principle applies to a
rotating curveball. The rotation re-
duces the air pressure on one side of
the ball compared with the other side.
Thus, the ball’s trajectory curves.

For a batter, predicting the traject-
ory of a fast ball is much easier than
predicting it for a curveball. And if he
cannot distinguish between a curve-
ball and a fast ball, he can’t predict
its trajectory—and thus can’t hit it.

Against traditional, fast-ball pitch-
ers, Wily Mo Peña hit lots of home
runs. Against Daniel Benoulli, how-
ever, Pena didn’t stand a chance.

A minor league baseball player who
is trying to make it in the major
leagues has seen curveballs. But he
hasn’t seen a major-league curveball.
As a result, he doesn’t know what to
do: To swing or not to swing? For a
baseball player up from the minor
leagues, that is the question.

Every profession has its equivalent
of the major-league curveball. Indeed,
the word “curveball” has come to
mean something unexpected. Some-
thing unusual. Something a person
has never seen before.

Actually, most professional promo-
tions come with multiple curveballs.
For a public executive, the major-
league curveball is the big test. Over
the years, in a variety of circum-
stances, the executive has developed
a large management and leadership
repertoire. When faced with a prob-
lem, the executive searches this rep-
ertoire for a similar problem. Then
with some subtle adaptations of the
strategies in this repertoire, the exec-
utive will craft a new approach that
fits the current situation.

At the same time, an executive
must continuously add to his or her
management and leadership reper-
toire. What worked in the minors,
often won’t work in the majors. To be
truly effective, a public executive
needs to recognize each new curve-
ball, to identify its unusual, unique
features, and then to create a new
leadership strategy designed to prod-
uce results that will help achieve the
organization’s purposes.

To make it to the major leagues of
performance leadership, a public
executive has to be able to hit every
new, major-league curveball.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

When a public manager is pro-
moted, he or she will face a
major-league curve ball. This new
challenge is something he or she
has never seen before. Thus, the
manager must learn to craft a
completely new strategy that fits
the completely new situation. 
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What Keeps Me Up At Night
What keeps you up at night? If you

are a public executive, there must be
something—undoubtedly many some-
things. Some of these sleep-depriving
problems are minor annoyances, the
daily irritations that can make per-
sonal life—let alone professional life—
unpleasant.

Executive insomnia, however, is a
more debilitating disease. Its cause
can be traced to something that could
go wrong. Something that could go
terribly wrong. Some disaster that, if
the executive’s leadership team had
been prescient enough, it might have
been able to prevent.

Of course, your leadership team is
not omniscient. It can’t be. It doesn’t
have the time to be aware of every-
thing that is going on inside your
organization—everything that has the
potential to produce a big disaster.
And, of course, there are lots of things
going on outside your organization
that could also produce a disaster for
which you might be at least partially
culpable.

No one can possibly predict every-
thing that can go wrong.

Late at night, however, you do. The
possibilities swirl through your head.
You might try to get to sleep by
counting them. Sheep #1 is a terrorist
attack on your headquarters. Sheep
#2 is a client assault on a public em-
ployee. Sheep #3 is a public-employee
assault on a client. Sheep #4 is . . . 

Actually, you might never get to
Sheep #2. Today, Sheep #1 is a big
potential disaster. It keeps lots of
public executives awake at night. It is
one really big thing that could go
really wrong. Of course, you know
about Sheep #1 and have (I hope)
taken multiple steps to prevent it.

Unfortunately, you don’t know
where, when, or how other potential
disasters might happen. You might
not even be able to identify the spe-
cific circumstance that would cause
this big thing to go wrong. You might
not be able to specify the exact nature
of this disaster. All you have consum-

ing your late-night head is vague,
tortured speculation about the many
things that can go terribly wrong.

Moreover, you don’t know how to
go about predicting where, when, or
how this big disaster might happen.
Late at night, you can easily invent a
disparate miscellany of examples. Yet,
you know that when the big disaster
does happen, it won’t happen in any
of the ways that your tormented,
sleep-deprived brain invented.

For the U.S. Federal Aviation Ad-
ministration, the big disaster is a
passenger-airplane crash. Lots of
people will die. And the FAA could
easily (if incorrectly) be accused of
incompetence for having failed to
identify this specific type of disaster
and be blamed for not preventing it.

The FAA doesn’t know when the
next passenger-airplane crash might
occur. It doesn’t know where it might
occur. It doesn’t know how it might
occur. It only knows that it will, even-
tually, occur.

The FAA also knows, when it does
occur, it will be a really big disaster.

So, besides lying awake at night,
what can the FAA do about this po-
tential, but unknown disaster? How
might the FAA predict the possible
disasters that could happen? After all,
if it could predict them, it could try to
devise ways to prevent each of them
from ever happening.

The FAA’s approach is to identify
near misses. Every time it identifies a
near miss, it identifies a potential
disaster. Once the FAA learns of a
near miss, it can dissect everything

that led up to this specific near disas-
ter, distinguish the multiple contrib-
uting factors, analyze each of them,
and develop a remedy to prevent each
one from ever happening again.

To employ its near-miss strategy
for preventing airplane crashes, the
FAA needs near-miss data. It collects
such data by making it possible for
anyone who witnesses or experiences
a near miss to report it to the Na-
tional Aeronautics and Space Admin-
istration. Then NASA gives the FAA
these near-miss data (no names at-
tached).

The FAA is not the only organiza-
tion that—in an effort to prevent fu-
ture mistakes—has created a process
for reporting and analyzing near
misses.

For example, all hospitals have the
potential for a disaster—for a fatal
mistake. One analysis estimated that
more than 400,000 patients die in
U.S. hospitals every year.

All hospitals have near misses.
Thus, hospital executives need to
worry about near misses. Concluded
the Institute of Medicine: “Near-miss
systems should be an integral part of
clinical care and quality management
information systems.”

Does your organization have near
misses? Certainly it does. But what
are they? How can you collect your
own near-miss data? What can you
learn from such data? What disaster
can such data help you prevent?

So while you are laying awake at
night, worrying about all of those
potential disasters, maybe you ought
to focus your troubled brain on creat-
ing ways to identify your organiza-
tion’s near misses.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

Does your agency have near
misses? The FAA does. So do
hospitals. So do you. That is bad
news. Sometimes a near miss
doesn’t miss. Still, there is also
good news. Near-miss data can
help you identify and thus
prevent potential disasters.
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Obliterating Worst Practices
Is your organization focused on

implementing best practices? I’m sure
it is. (If it was not, you certainly
would not confess to this failure.)

If, however, you need some help
doing so, just Google the three magic
words: “implementing best practices.”
You’ll get nearly a quarter of a million
hits. All sorts of wonderful advice.

But what about “worst practices”?
Does your organization have any of
those? If so (I’m not accusing you),
what are you doing about them?

Unfortunately, if you do have a
few, you aren’t apt to get much help.
If you Google “eliminating worst prac-
tices,” you are told there are 175 hits,
but only 40 are unique.

This makes sense. No manager
gets credit for eliminating a worst
practice, let alone identifying one.
People will wonder: “Shouldn’t you
have done that years ago?”

In contrast, if you implement a
best practice, you might win all sorts
of kudos. Today, if you want to be
considered an avant-garde manager,
you have to be implementing best
practices. The more, the better.

Unfortunately, your worst practices
might be undermining your best ones.
The worst ones can be costly and time
consuming. They can be inefficient,
useless, actually counterproductive.

Even more unfortunately, your
worst practices might be imbedded in
your organization’s standard operat-
ing procedures. Everyone has been
following these worst-practice SOPs
for years. Everyone knows how to do
them. They don’t know any other way.
In fact, they might not even think
there could be any other way.

At the Boston campus of the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts, The Collins
Center for Public Management runs a
Government Analytics Program.
Among other things, GAP helps the
state’s 351 municipal governments
use data and goals to improve perfor-
mance. GAP’s analytic staff helps
mayors and city managers examine a
variety of problems with performance,

data, finance, and human resources
—the kind of issues that many mu-
nicipalities lack the analytic capacity
to examine themselves.

Most municipalities, however, don’t
just want to solve problems. They
want to solve them with an “innova-
tion.” The municipality’s leadership
team wants to be known for being on
the cutting edge. That’s what creates
a reputation as a state-of-the-art
municipality.

In reality, however, many munici-
palities will not get a very big boost by
creating a new innovative practice.
They will not get a significant benefit
from adopting a “best practice” being
employed by other governments.

That’s why GAP is pushing munici-
pal managers to move beyond the
buzzwords of “best practice” and “in-
novation.” Instead, GAP helps them to
recognize when they could gain better
and bigger benefits by eliminating
their own worst practices.

Sometimes, such SOPs were cre-
ated to prevent unethical behavior,
thus requiring multiple double checks
by multiple people. Sometimes, they
are remnants of once essential paper
processes that have been merged with
new, electronic ones. Often, they
require multiple people to fill in multi-
ple pieces of paper (while entering the
data electronically too).

In one municipality, a GAP analyst
discovered, Department of Public
Works employees sign in every morn-
ing. On paper! The foreman scans
these pages and forwards them to the
DPW’s payroll clerk, who enters the

information onto a spreadsheet. On
Friday, this clerk prints out the week-
ly report, which she inserts into a
binder containing all of these previous
reports. And, just to be sure, the
DPW’s payroll clerk also sends it back
to the foreman to double check.

On Friday, DPW’s payroll clerk
forwards the week’s record of work to
the municipality’s payroll clerk, who
re-enters it—again, manually—into
the financial software. This is the only
step in the long process that is actu-
ally required to get employees paid.

Of course, if the purpose of all this
manual bookkeeping is to prevent
employees from getting paid for work
they did not do, the process isn’t very
useful. If the foreman isn’t keeping
careful track of how many hours DPW
employees are working, or if no one is
checking on the information that the
foreman enters and later confirms,
the system is accomplishing little. The
municipality might as well simply ask
its employees to send an e-mail to the
municipality’s payroll clerk every
Friday afternoon reporting how many
hours they worked that week.

Usually, such worst practices are
not just formalized in SOPs. They are
also ingrained in the organizational
culture.

This means that any effort to “elim-
inate worst practices” is not apt to be
enough. If these routines are really
hurting performance, yet everyone is
perfectly content to continue to do
them, public managers can’t simply
get rid of their inefficient and coun-
terproductive SOPs.

In an organization that has some
certifiably worst practices, the man-
agers have to obliterate them.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

Let’s get real: All organizations
have multiple “worst practices.”
Everyone knows what they are.
They’ve been complaining about
them for years. They are not just
hurting performance. They are
also hurting morale. Now is the
time for all worst practices to go.
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Apprenticeships Best Convey Tacit Knowledge
“Scientific knowledge” is “explicit

knowledge.” It is precise and thus can
be explicated in mathematical formu-
las, textbooks, blueprints, proce-
dures, and manuals. It can be con-
verted into a system. It can be stored,
retrieved, and used again, exactly as
it was used before, whether that was
yesterday, last year, or centuries ago.

Explicit knowledge works. This
knowledge can be easily learned,
easily taught, easily transferred from
one human to another.

Certainly explicit knowledge is
much easier to teach and to learn
than “tacit knowledge.” For tacit
knowledge cannot be precisely codi-
fied. As Michael Polanyi, who first
articulated the concept of tacit knowl-
edge famously explained: “We can
know more than we can tell.” 

Or, to phrase that in reverse, “We
cannot tell everything we know.” If we
know things that we cannot “tell”—
cannot “explain”—how is it possible
for us to “teach” this knowledge to
others? How can others learn, “under-
stand,” and “use” this knowledge?

For any public agency to produce
results, the knowledge about leader-
ship and management cannot be
proprietary information—understood
and used only by the cognoscenti on
the agency’s leadership team.

For example, such a leadership
team may have evolved some effective
motivational strategies—leadership
behaviors that are based on a set of
cause-and-effect principles. Unfortu-
nately, both these motivational stra-
tegies and their underlying principles
are primarily tacit. They cannot be
converted into an explicit system. 

For the agency to significantly
improve performance, however, this
knowledge cannot be the leadership
suite’s secret.  Assistant commission-
ers, bureau chiefs, and front-line
supervisors also need to understand
and use this knowledge.

So how can the leadership team
help others in the organization—those
with responsibilities for actually pro-

ducing the results—to learn, under-
stand, and use this knowledge? Un-
fortunately, they cannot tell it.

Tacit knowledge comes in many
forms about many subjects. You have
plenty of it. For example, you know
how to ride a bicycle. But you didn’t
learn how from a book or a lecture. In
fact, nobody taught you how to ride a
bike—at least not in the traditional
way we think about “teaching.”

Yes: A parent or friend explained
some general concepts. Mostly, how-
ever, he or she helped. This master of
the bicycle helped you, the appren-
tice, with some technical things: How
to get on the bike.  How to steer.  How
to stop (very important).

Then, you the apprentice got
started, with the master holding on—
then (unbeknownst to you) letting go.
As an apprentice, you benefitted from
the guidance of a practiced master.

Indeed, before our ancestors in-
vented explicit knowledge—that is,
before they even invented language
(an essential prerequisite for specify-
ing and conveying explicit knowledge)
—they had long been using, convey-
ing, and learning tacit knowledge.

Whether the knowledge concerned
how to conduct a productive hunt or
find the best berries, the tribe’s mas-
ters taught the apprentices by exam-
ple. Indeed, the apprenticeship has
been very effective at helping neo-
phytes learn a skill, a strategy, or an
idea—a concept that requires a subtle
appreciation of the context, the vaga-
ries of the people involved, and (as
always) the purpose to be achieved. 

Certainly, the need for the appren-
ticeship did not end with the inven-
tion of language. For language cannot
make the tacit explicit. Indeed, many
famous artists, scientists, and arti-
sans started their careers as appren-
tices: Leonardo da Vinci, Benjamin
Franklin, Paul Revere, Abraham Lin-
coln, Henry Ford.

The master-apprenticeship ap-
proach to conveying tacit knowledge
is well established. It is much more
effective to demonstrate how to do it,
to ask the apprentice to do it, to help
the apprentice learn why what work-
ed or didn’t work, and then to ask the
apprentice to do it again. Repeating
this iterative process of guidance,
practice, observation, and analysis is
how masters help their apprentices
learn their tacit knowledge—how they
help an apprentice become a master.

Experienced public executives—
those masters of performance leader-
ship—have a responsibility to help
their staff learn their tacit knowledge.
To do so, they need to be constantly
explaining not only what they are
doing but also why. What is their
cause-and-effect principle that is
guiding their strategy? Why are they
employing different strategies in dif-
ferent circumstances?

They need to be constantly telling
stories—and explaining their mean-
ing. A good story will inevitably be
dramatic.  But it is not the drama but
the subtlety that conveys the intricate
complexity of the tacit concepts.

In reality, however, the master can
only guide the apprentices. The mas-
ter has to help the apprentices learn
on their own. Then, at some point,
the master has to let go.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

If  public executives know things
they cannot “tell”—leadership
strategies they cannot explain to
others—how can their staff and
collaborators learn, understand,
and use this knowledge? For
millennia, the answer has been
through apprenticeships.

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free! 

 For the inside secrets about Driving Government Performance, go to:  http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport.

http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/All%20Issues/December2010.pdf
http://www.leonardoda-vinci.org/biography.html
http://www.ushistory.org/franklin/info/
http://www.ushistory.org/franklin/info/
https://www.paulreverehouse.org/bio/silvershop.html
http://www.amazon.com/apprenticeship-Abraham-Lincoln-Olivia-Coolidge/dp/0684140039
http://www.amazon.com/apprenticeship-Abraham-Lincoln-Olivia-Coolidge/dp/0684140039
http://www.fastcompany.com/3002809/be-henry-ford-apprentice-yourself-failure
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/about/faculty-staff-directory/robert-behn
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.amazon.com/PerformanceStat-Potential-Leadership-%2522Innovative-Governance/dp/0815725272/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401042874&sr=1-1&keywords=The+PerformanceStat+Potential
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport


  Bob
  Behn’s

Copyright © 2015 by Robert D. Behn  

Performance Leadership Report
    An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,   

 and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On why all public executives need to remember: 
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 13, No. 4, December 2015

You Have to Get Your Own Basics Right
On the morning of January 6,

2002, I walked downstairs, looked at
the front page of the Boston Sunday
Globe, and said one word: “Pulitzer.”
The banner headline read: “Church
allowed abuse by priest for years.”

Indeed, over the last half century,
The Globe has won over twenty Pulit-
zer Prizes, many for public service for
its investigations into government
corruption and incompetence.

In 2015, the paper continued this
tradition. When a record of 108 inch-
es of snow fell on the city, The Globe
focused attention on inability of the
MBTA to keep its transit system
working. When parents and others
abused or even murdered children,
The Globe covered in detail the failure
of the Massachusetts Department of
Children and Families to keep chil-
dren safe. When citizens were unable
to buy health insurance through
Massachusetts Health Connector, The
Globe made sure that everyone—not
just those affected—knew. 

Then on Monday, December 28,
disaster struck. In an effort to cut
costs and improve service, The Globe,
with its home delivery contract cost-
ing more than most of the country’s
papers, had decided not to renew its
contract with PCF. Instead, it switch-
ed to ACI, which delivers over a dozen
papers including the San Diego Union-
Tribune, The Atlanta Journal-Consti-
tution, The Orange County Register,
and the Los Angeles Times.

ACI brags that it has “lower costs
due to unique operating efficiencies,”
and employs “innovative technology
for routing and reporting.” In metro-
politan Boston, however, ACI’s strat-
egy did not work.

It had failed to hire enough drivers.
Moreover, it’s routes were too compli-
cated and too long. Drivers couldn’t
follow them and couldn’t finish them.
Many had other jobs, so they simply
quit. Thousands of newspapers did
not get delivered. Subscribers who
tried to complain to The Globe’s call
center—calls jumped from 2,000 per

day to 16,000—got only a busy signal.
And as drivers quit, delivery got

even worse. When some subscribers
did get through to the call center,
they simply canceled the paper.

Obviously, this was a problem on
The Globe’s business side. The pa-
per’s reporting and editorial staff had
not caused (or even contributed to) t-
he problem. Yet any newspaper’s
journalists are the most visible repre-
sentatives. They were embarrassed. 

The first Sunday into the new con-
tract, many reporters plus staff from
advertising and IT got up early to help
deliver the paper. But on Monday,
they returned to their regular jobs.

With no improvement in sight, The
Globe negotiated a deal to bring back
PCF to cover many of the routes.

Obviously, the business side of the
paper had thought of home delivery
as a routine, logistical task and its

negotiating and contracting responsi-
bilities as—if not routine—certainly
nothing unusual.

But delivering a newspaper in
eastern Massachusetts where the
roads were laid out not by city plan-
ners but by the “country-folk” (as
Longfellow called them) and their
cows is not the same as doing this job
in San Diego or Los Angeles.. Both
ACI and The Globe underestimated
the complexity of route design.

The Globe didn’t bother to vet ACI’s
route design. Why would it? Planning
delivery routes is a technical job.
That’s why a newspaper contracts out
home delivery: Hire professionals and
let them do their job. Don’t micro-

manage them.
Yet, the deliver of the newspaper

had not been foiled by a snow storm.
Indeed, during the previous winter,
delivery to my home was better than
one would expect. Unlike those people
who work in child protection, the
delivery staff do not have to convince
unhappy (and often antagonistic peo-
ple) to open their door, and then try
to determine if one of the residents
was a secret arsonist who was plan-
ning to use the paper to start a fire.

Over two millennia ago, with little
advance mapping of his route or
knowledge of what he might find,
Alexander the Great took his army of
roughly (no one really knows) 30,000
on a decade-long tour of what is now
Turkey, Syria, Eqypt, Iraq, Iran, Af-
ghanistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
Pakistan, and India). Now that is a
logistical challenge.

In comparison, delivering a daily
newspaper looks trivial. It isn’t, of
course. But it isn’t as complex as
running a century-old transit system
or protecting children from abuse.

A week into its delivery debacle,
The Globe ran a story about a con-
tract Raytheon had to upgrade the
nation’s GPS system. It was year’s
behind schedule and running almost
four times its $1.5 billion budget.
That’s the kind of reporting for which
the paper has often won kudos.

Yet it has to be embarrassing to
criticize Raytheon for failing to create
the “Next Generation Operational
Control System,” when it can’t deliver
a newspaper on the ground.

For any organization to establish
and maintain its credibility, it has to
get it’s own basics right..  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, is
available in paperback.

The Boston Globe has won 
praise and Pulitzers for its inves-
tigations of government corrup-
tion and incompetence. But it
can’t criticize public agencies for
their inability to deliver complex
public services, when it can’t
even deliver a daily newspaper 

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free! 

 For the inside secrets about Driving Government Performance, go to:  http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport.

http://acimediagroup.com/client-solutions.html
http://acimediagroup.com/client-solutions.html
http://acimediagroup.com/client-solutions.html
http://acimediagroup.com/client-solutions.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1861/01/paul-revere-s-ride/308349/
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1861/01/paul-revere-s-ride/308349/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/search?index=books&linkCode=qs&keywords=9780520042728
http://www.amazon.com/gp/search?index=books&linkCode=qs&keywords=9780520042728
https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2016/01/03/raytheon-gps-upgrade-loses-its-way/eEfxhytdOc1g4v8mv8YgLK/story.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2016/01/03/raytheon-gps-upgrade-loses-its-way/eEfxhytdOc1g4v8mv8YgLK/story.html
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/about/faculty-staff-directory/robert-behn
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.amazon.com/PerformanceStat-Potential-Leadership-%2522Innovative-Governance/dp/0815725272/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401042874&sr=1-1&keywords=The+PerformanceStat+Potential
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport


  Bob
  Behn’s

Copyright © 2015 by Robert D. Behn  

Performance Leadership Report
    An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,   

 and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On why all public officials need to remember that 
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 13, No. 3, November 2015

Real Lean Is Not Just About Cutting Costs
Lean is huge—and growing. In the

U.S., it is impossible to get an accu-
rate count of how many cities, coun-
ties, states, and U.S. government
agencies are using Lean.  Neverthe-
less, many report they are doing so.

What, however, is “Lean”? Each
jurisdiction and agency has its own
variant on the concept. Still, many
definitions include the eight-word
phrase “continuous improvement
through the relentless elimination of
waste.” Even more use an abbreviated
phrase, “relentless elimination of
waste.” Moreover, these four words
are quite popular in government.

This focus on waste is unsurpris-
ing. All organizations, including pub-
lic agencies, have some waste. 

Sometimes, this is “processing
waste,” the result of too many steps
requiring too many people to sign off
on a piece of paper or to click “ap-
proved” on a screen. The Utah Office
of the Legislative Fiscal Analyst offers
one example of “too many layers of
approval.” It is: “how many people
have to approve just to get a $49
software package.” Such additional
steps are infuriating to those who are
trying to produce real results.

Such extra processing steps can
result from (a) new systems that sim-
ply continue old protocols, (b) the
priority given to today’s work over
rethinking how to do the work, or (c)
conscious, high-level decisions.

Indeed, many (wasteful?) steps are
designed to prevent the repeat of
some mistake that became a scandal.
Thus, to “prevent this from ever hap-
pening again,” the organization cre-
ates a number of additional clear-
ances—approvals that hierarchical
superiors must formally make before
a simple (but once scandalous) activ-
ity can proceed.

Over time, this additional check—
commonly called “red tape”—becomes
waste. Originally, the extra check was
considered quite reasonable, in fact
necessary. Later, however, it morphed
into waste. Time to get rid of this

unnecessary use of a busy manager’s
time and the accompanying delay.

Many people may agree that this
additional clearance is no longer nec-
essary? Yet, as Herb Kaufman wrote
nearly four decades ago, “One per-
son’s ‘red tape’ may be another’s trea-
sured procedural safeguard.”

No wonder the “wasteful” red tape
is so durable.

It’s been 25 years since Jim
Womack, Dan Jones, and Daniel Roos
wrote The Machine that Changes the
World: The Story of Lean Production.
Their book described three ways that
we humans have manufactured auto-
mobiles and other products.

The first was “craft production”:
Skilled craftsmen made one item at a
time to the customer’s specifications.
They result was—and still is—a cus-
tomized and excellent product. An
excellent and very expensive product.

Next, Henry Ford created “mass
production.” Skilled craftsmen de-
signed the product (and the manufac-
turing process) using parts that were
interchangeable and easy to install.
Now, production required only semi-
skilled (or unskilled) workers, greatly
cutting manufacturing costs and thus
consumer prices.

Third, Toyota invented Lean. But
the firm’s purpose wasn’t solely to
reduce waste and cost. Toyota sought
to produce a better car—a much bet-
ter car. (It took a while for Detroit to
catch on, and then to catch up).

To do so, Toyota built relationships
with its suppliers. After all, Toyota did
not make many of a car’s compo-

nents. Still, Toyota did not just create
a set of specifications for its brakes
and pick the low-cost bidder. Rather,
it chose suppliers with a record of
quality performance and with which it
had an established relationship. In
government, this is called “cronyism.”

There are, however, other differ-
ences between the two sectors—spe-
cifically the nature of the purpose.
The private sector’s profit purpose is
clear and can be measured with sev-
eral well-established financial ratios.

Thus, in a business, eliminating
“waste” will reduce costs and thus
improve profits. But not always. After
all, one business executive’s waste
may be a customer’s valued feature.
At a Day’s Inn, a multilingual con-
cierge would be a waste; at a Four
Seasons it could be a necessity.

In government, however, an exclu-
sive focus on “waste” ignores another,
much more fundamental question:
What are we trying to accomplish?

I don’t object to efforts to eliminate
public-sector waste. You might argue
that I could benefit by eliminating 
the waste in my life. But eliminating
waste is not a public purpose (nor
mine either).

Government’s purpose is not to cut
costs. Its real purpose is to produce
results that citizens value. And when
doing anything, public executives
must “always start with purpose.”

If a public agency wants to do a
better job at accomplishing its real
purpose, it ought not to ask: “How
can we relentlessly eliminate waste?”
It ought to step back and ask: “How
can we improve by focusing on what
we are trying to accomplish?” That’s
what Toyota did.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

When Toyota invented Lean, it 
focused on building not a
cheaper car but a better one.
When a public agency seeks to
employ Lean, it needs to not
merely eliminate waste but to
ask:  “How can we do a better job
achieving our public purpose?”
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There is No Silver Bullet
No matter what purpose a human

seeks to achieve, he or she would
prefer a “silver bullet.” It would make
everything much easier. Without it,
unfortunately, we humans have to do
the hard work of (1) developing a
strategy for achieving this purpose,
and (2) actually motivating other
humans to implement this strategy.

Of course, “silver bullet” is not the
only name given to this desire for a
solution that is simple, easy to under-
stand, easy to explain, easy to imple-
ment, hard to screw-up, and thus
guaranteed to work. Others include:
“system,” “model,” “technique,” “for-
mula,” “routine,” “the one best way,”
or (the contemporary version of “one
best way”) “best practice.” These
words suggest, as Jean Hartly and
John Benington write, a “mechanistic
model” of “copy and paste.”

Of course, not all purposes are
equally challenging. Some purposes
might be more susceptible to a “silver
bullet” solution than others. Perform-
ance leadership is demanding be-
cause the number and diversity of
influences is often very large. Thus a
“best practice” that proved effective to
achieve a quite specific public pur-
pose in one set of specific circum-
stances might not help to achieve the
same purpose in different circum-
stances (with a different diversity of
influences).

But suppose we could strip away
the complications created by humans
—their differences in perspectives,
stakes, and desires. In such circum-
stances, we might find a silver bullet.

For example, it might be easier to
develop and employ a silver bullet to
improve the performance of a piece of
technology (such as computer soft-
ware) than to do so to improve the
performance of a public agency.

Not so fast, wrote Frederick P.
Brooks, Jr. nearly three decades ago.
For his contributions to computer
architecture, operating systems, and
software engineering, Brooks won the
Turing Award. He helped to design

the IBM 7090 “Stretch” supercom-
puter, which was given this nickname
in 1961 because it was a significant,
“stretch” improvement over both the
existing technology (it used transis-
tors, not vacuum tubes) and the ex-
isting performance. (The 7090 did not
meet its projected speed; neverthe-
less, at the time, it was the world’s
fastest computer).

Despite his skill and knowledge,
Brooks recognized the constraints of
his field. In creating software, he
argued, there is “No Silver Bullet.”

Why? Because, wrote Brooks, there
are two types of tasks in software
engineering: “essential tasks,” the
conceptual work of designing the
software; and “accidental tasks,”
making the program actually work
given the constraints imposed by the
hardware. (To Brooks, the accidents
that created the second kind of tasks
were not necessarily someone’s mis-
take but simply the inevitable result
of chance.)

Much of past improvements in the
productivity of computer program-
ming, Brooks concluded, had come
from eliminating specific “artificial
barriers” such as the constraints
imposed by the hardware or the soft-
ware that created challenging tasks of
the accidental kind.

In 1987, however, Brooks argued
that most of the “artificial barriers”
created by the technology had been
eliminated or at least significantly
reduced. Thus, the biggest remaining
barriers to improved computer perfor-
mance were created by the “essential

tasks” necessary to achieve the pur-
pose for which any specific piece of
software was to be designed:

as we look to the horizon of a
decade hence, we see no silver
bullet. There is no single de-
velopment, in either technol-
ogy or in management tech-
nique, that by itself promises
even one order-of-magnitude
improvement in productivity,
in reliability, in simplicity.

Several years later, in “ ‘No Silver
Bullet’ Refired,” Brooks summarized
his position explicitly and succinctly:
“Complexity is the business we are in,
and complexity is what limits us.”

Complexity! This is certainly the
business that all public executives are
in. Whenever public executives seek
to exercise performance leadership,
whenever they attempt to achieve
specific results, they face limits im-
posed by complexity.

Moreover, I suspect, appreciating,
predicting, and understanding com-
plexity is much more of a challenge in
public management than it is in com-
puter design. After all, the vagaries of
the silicon and the software lan-
guages with which programers must
cope are much more limited and com-
prehensible than are the vagaries of
the humans—employees, citizens,
legislators, journalists—with whom
results-focused, performance-driven
public executives must deal daily. 
Certainly the behavior of many people
will affect those results.

Sorry. Don’t expect the Masked
Man to come riding up in a cloud of
dust on a fiery horse with the speed
of light to vaporize your complexity
with one of his silver bullets.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

“Silver bullet” is not the only
name for a simple, easy-to-
understand, easy-to- implement,
hard-to-screw-up, guaranteed-
to-work, solution to a problem.
Others are “system,” “model,”
“one best way,” (and its modern
equivalent) “best practice.”
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Failure Has To Be An Option
Even though you remember it, he

never said it. Even if you never saw
the film, you still remember it. But
that doesn’t mean he said it.

Oh yes, Gene Kranz said it in the
film Apollo 13. Actually, it was the
actor playing Gene Kranz who said it.
Yet, in April 1970, when Mission Con-
trol was frantically trying to rescue
the crew of Apollo 13, neither Kranz
nor anyone else at NASA said “Failure
is not an option.” 

Kranz did, however, say something
similar when the script writers for the
film interviewed him. And they imme-
diately recognized that their art need-
ed to improve a little on life.

Still, we have all memorized—in
fact, internalized—these five words:
“Failure is not an option.” And when
lives are in danger, it is certainly a
necessary mantra—one around which
everyone can mobilize.

But should failure always be “not
an option”? Should failure never be
an option? Are there no situations in
which failure is acceptable?

In reality, most successes are pre-
ceded by failure. Indeed, the list of
people and projects whose success
only followed failures—often multiple
failures—is long and distinguished:
Abraham Lincoln and Winston Chur-
chill. Thomas Edison and Henry Ford.
Isaac Newton and Charles Darwin.
Ludwig van Beethoven and Igor Stra-
vinsky. Steve Jobs and Bill Gates. 

Across the spectrum of human
endeavors—from leadership, to sci-
ence, to business, to music, to tech-
nology—great successes were achiev-
ed only after an inevitable series of
failures. Often after colossal failures.

Indeed, failures necessarily precede
success. And the bigger the ultimate
success, the bigger and more numer-
ous will be these necessary failures.

In government, all failures are
conspicuous candidates for punish-
ment. Yet not all failures are equal.
The cause of some failures is deceit.
(Think emission testing software.) The
cause of other failures is incompe-

tence. (Think, I hope, airbags.)
The cause of some failures, how-

ever, is our intellectual inability to
invent—on the very first try—a perfect
solution to an intractable problem.

Unfortunately, most public-sector
problems are, by definition, intracta-
ble. Otherwise the private sector
would have solved them. They have
become public problems precisely
because they are intractable.

Solving such problems requires
experimentation. And all experiments
come with the possibility of failure—
often a high probability of failure.

After all, the experiment is based
on a guess—a guess about what will
happen if we do something different.

In science, this “guess” is given a
more distinguished title: It is a “hy-
pothesis.” Maybe a hypothesis is an
“educated guess.” Maybe it is a “very
educated guess.” Or maybe it is just a
“wild guess” (if only because none of
the educated guesses have worked):
Think neutrino and dark matter.

Of course, the more educated the
guesser, the more likely the guess will
work. Still, it is just a guess. And
more likely than not, it won’t work. As
Einstein reportedly observed: "If we
knew what we were doing, it wouldn't
be called ‘research.’ ” (Please note: the
Internet is prone to failures.)

If we are going to solve public-
sector problems, if we are going to
solve intractable problems that the
private sector can’t solve, we have to
experiment. And with these experi-
ments comes, inevitably, failure. 

Punishing failure is easy. The story

is simple. Or, it can be made so by
plausibly ascribing the failure to in-
competence or, even better, to deceit.

Suppose, however, the failure re-
sulted from the difficulty of formulat-
ing an educated guess for solving an
intractable problem. Suppose, from
the complete collection of educated
and wild guesses, the one chosen had
the highest probability of success.
Suppose, also, that this probability
was very low. Still, it was a very intel-
ligent guess. Should the bravery to
experiment—in the face of the high
probability of criticism—with an intel-
ligent hypothesis be punished. Or
should it, even though it failed, be
recognized as a necessary and intelli-
gent effort to produce better results?

In 1920, Robert Goddard, often
called the father of modern rocketry,
was ridiculed on the editorial page of
The New York Times: “That Professor
Goddard . . . does not know the rela-
tion of action to reaction, and of the
need to have something better than a
vacuum against which to react—to
say that would be absurd. Of course
he only seems to lack the knowledge
ladled out daily in high schools.”

On July 17, 1969, the day after
Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and
Michael Collins took off for the moon
in Apollo 11, The Times retracted its
49-year-old critique of Goddard:
“Further investigation and experimen-
tation have confirmed the findings of
Isaac Newton in the 17th century and
it is now definitely established that a
rocket can function in a vacuum as
well as in an atmosphere. The Times
regrets the error.”

Maybe The Times should have
called its “error” a “hypothesis.”  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Not all failures are equal. The
cause of some is deceit. (Think
emission-testing software.) For 
others it is incompetence.
(Think, I hope, airbags.) For still
others, the cause is our inability
to invent a perfect solution to an
intractable problem.
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The Airlines Are Always Worse 

“The machine did it,” said the
woman at the airline’s boarding desk.

In response, I noted that “a human
programed the machine.”

This obviously factual statement
had no impact. The machine had
done it. No human was responsible
for causing the problem. Conse-
quently no human was responsible
for fixing the problem—for even trying
to fix the problem.

If I had a problem, I needed to take
it up with the machine.

Judy and I were about to embark
on the third leg of a four-flight trip.
The flight from Boston to Frankfort
had been uneventful. But in Frank-
fort, when we got on the plane for
Milan, we were not in adjacent seats.
Indeed, we were in different rows on
different sides of the plane.

This seemed a little weird. After all,
we had booked our trip together, and
our reservations clearly had us seated
next to each other on all four legs.
Being more or less normal humans,
we therefore expected to be seated
next to each other.

I did, however, figure out why we
were not in our original seats. This
flight was not fully booked and thus
the airline had changed equipment.
Our original seats did not exist.

Nevertheless, because the plane
wasn’t full, we each sat next to an
empty seat. You might have thought
that the machine could figure this out
and seat us together. The flight from
Frankfort to Milan was, however,
short. No need to complain.

When we were leaving Milan for
New York, however, I was prepared. I
checked our boarding passes and,
once again, we were not next to each
other in our originally assigned seats.
Naturally, I raised this with the
woman at the airline’s boarding desk. 

She, however, felt no need to do
anything. She didn’t even try to
sound sorry. If the machine did it,
that was the machine’s problem. Not
hers.

Predictably the flight attendants on

board the plane were more willing to
do something. After all, they have to
deal with the occasionally irrate pas-
senger, and doing so when cooped up
in a confined space is not a lot of fun.
They quickly arranged for a passenger
traveling alone to switch seats. No
machine was involved, just normal
human courtesies.

You are now going to think of me
as a glutton for punishment. For just
a few months later, I chose to book
another flight on the very same air-
line. (I did have a clear reason. This
airline had multiple flights daily be-
tween Boston and my destination.
Thus, if somehow I missed my flight,
or my flight was canceled, I might be
able to get on the next one.)

As I went through the on-line res-
ervation routine, I came to the page
titled: “Please complete the required
information for each traveler.” I pro-
ceeded to do so.

The required information included
my e-mail address. I entered it. The
machine didn’t like it. On the screen
in red letters with a red box around it
was the command: “Please enter a
valid Email address.” Since I have
been using the same Email address
for 15 years, I thought it was pretty
valid. The machine disagreed. And
without the machine’s approval, hit-
ting the “continue” icon had zero
impact. The machine would not allow
me to continue.

I called the 800 number and was
immediately informed that my call
would cost me $25.00, which seemed
a little steep for a discussion about

the validity of my Email address.
I talked with a machine, that con-

nected me with a human, who con-
nected me with a second human (who
sounded like she was working from
Mars). Then the line went dead. I call-
ed the 800 number again, learned
again about the $25 charge, talked
with the machine, with a human, and
then with a second human who took
down the information, and said I
would not be charged $25. I got the
ticket. Since Judy wasn’t on this
flight, I didn’t care who sat in the
adjacent seat.

Writing in The New Yorker, Tim Wu
of Columbia Law School explains that
the many inconveniences imposed on
passengers by the airlines are not
mistakes. They are conscious deci-
sions. The airlines “want to make you
suffer.” Wu calls it “calculated mis-
ery.”

The objective is to get passengers
to pay more fees. “Basic service,” Wu
writes “must be sufficiently degraded
in order to make people want to pay
to escape it.”

This is exactly why, on our trip to
Milan, Judy and I had chosen to fly
first class. It did not, however, im-
prove the service. Maybe Wu’s analy-
sis is obsolete. Maybe the airlines
have decided to make everyone suffer.

Here’s one sentence you will never
hear during a political campaign de-
bate:

I am running for president to
bring my vast management ex-
perience in the airline business
to help government improve its
efficiency, its effectiveness, and
its focus on customer service.

What a great laugh line.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

I entered my Email address. On
the screen in red letters inside a
red box appeared the command
“Please enter a valid Email ad-
dress.” I have been using the
same Email address for 15 years.
So I thought it was pretty valid.
The machine, however, did not.
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Planning is Valuable; The Plan Much Less So 

In The Art of War, the great Chi-
nese military strategist Sun Tzu ob-
served: “the general who wins a battle
makes many calculations in his tem-
ple ere the battle is fought. The gen-
eral who loses a battle makes but few
calculations beforehand.”

Over a millennia later, the Prus-
sian Field Marshal Helmuth von Molt-
ke (The Elder) offered a different view
on such planning “calculations”: “No
plan of operations,” he wrote, “sur-
vives the first collision with the main
body of the enemy.” Or, as Moltke’s
thinking is often pithily summarized:
“No plan survives contact with the
enemy.”

Who is right? Sun Tzu or Moltke?
Are lots of calculations the key to
victory? Or, once the battle begins, is
the plan irrelevant?

Actually, I think, these two conclu-
sions are not at all contradictory.
Both Sun Tzu and Moltke are right.
For while Moltke’s observation con-
cerns the actual battle plan, Sun Tzu
is focused on the planning. The plan-
ning may, indeed, be extremely valu-
able, even though the chosen plan
may rarely (if ever) work as originally
conceived.

After all, there are two ways to
discover the deficiencies in any plan.
The first is to spend a lot of time and
energy planning—thinking through all
the possible consequences of each
alternative, indeed of each specific
component of each alternative, and
then to develop ways to neutralize
potential problems. The second is to
start using the plan, which will quick-
ly reveal multiple, unanticipated defi-
ciencies. The brain trust of planners
may have considered the specific
causes behind many of these deficien-
cies to be possible but highly
improbable. And they may have never
even anticipated many of the others.

Once, however, something goes
wrong (which Murphy says it will),
what should those who developed the
battle plan—let alone their lieuten-
ants on the front line—do? They have

crafted a well-planned plan. And they
have started to carefully implement it.
Oops! Their brilliant plan is now ob-
solete.

Fortunately, if the planners—in the
process of developing their plan—
have made “many calculations,” they
are much better prepared to make
some quick and intelligent adjust-
ments. For amongst their multiple
calculations may be one or three that
reflected their prescient concern for
the problem that now requires their
chosen plan to be scrapped—or, at
least, modified.

Sure, they originally dismissed this
now significant problem as farfetched.
They failed to take it seriously
enough. Still, they did consider it.
They thought about what they might
do if the improbable happened. Then,
they forgot about it.

Until now. Until some of the specif-
ics of their original plan were exposed
as defective.

Still, having already thought about
this or similar improbabilities—and
thus having thought about what they
might do in response—they can now
modify their strategy, developing an
adaptation that maintains the core
concepts and key components of their
original strategy while reconciling
them with the new complication.

The more calculations that the
planners originally made, the more
likely they are to have considered the
impossible that has now become an
annoying reality.

Inevitably, all public executives—
whether they are trying to win bat-

tles, protect the environment, or save
childrens’ lives—must balance plan-
ning with action.

Planning demands a variety of
“what if?” calculations. What should
we do if this happens? What might we
do if that happens? And if the room is
full of clever planners—specifically
planners who are ingenious enough
and devious enough to invent poten-
tial problems that normal folks could
never envisage—the number of “what
if?” possibilities to be examined can
balloon.

Both Sun Tzu and Moltke were
correct. Planning is most certainly
valuable—less, however, for the plan
that was finally chosen than for the
conscious deliberation about all of the
contingencies that the team of brain-
storming planners could contemplate.

For the final plan will inevitably
have multiple flaws, inadequacies,
deficiencies, imperfections, weak-
nesses, and faults. But in the process
of planning, the team will have—or, at
least, should have—made many cal-
culations. This planning is what pre-
pares them to deal with the inevitably
unexpected.

Perhaps the combined lesson that
these two military strategists have for
all public executives is: First, do a lot
of planning, making the necessary
calculations for the full abundance of
troublesome contingencies that you
(and your teenage children) can envi-
sion. Second, once you start imple-
menting your plan, be prepared to
quickly recognize that things aren’t
going exactly as your original (and
certainly brilliant) plan had intended.
Third, don’t dither before making the
necessary adjustments.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Bad policy design often starts in
ignorance of what an organiza-
tion can and cannot do. Only
once policy designers develop the
knowledge about how different
organizations really work—how
they produce results—can they
wisely design public policies.
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Yes: Operational Capacity Is Always Essential 

As a design architect, Jørn Utzon
was a genius. Even if you never heard
of him, you certainly know his most
famous work. Even if you have never
visited Australia, you quickly recog-
nize the Sydney Opera House.

In 2003, Utzon won the Pritzker
Architecture Prize (often called the
Nobel Prize for architecture) with the
jury describing the Sydney Opera
House as “one of the great iconic
buildings of the twentieth century.”
And in 2007, UNESCO placed Utzon’s
building on its World Heritage List.

Creating an architectural design is,
however, only the first step. The
building has to actually get built. Yet,
despite his architectural genius,
Utzon worried little about such mun-
dane details as costs and deadlines.
Indeed, he was seemingly indifferent
to the operational aspects of imple-
menting his design.

Although he won the design com-
petition in January 1957, his building
was not opened until October 1973.
The sixteen years in between were full
of conflict and controversy.

The controversy started with the
process to select the design. The com-
petition was open—anyone could
submit a design—but with no names
attached. The jury would choose a de-
sign—and thus the architect—without
any knowledge of any contestant’s
operational or management capacity
to convert design into reality.

Still, the building’s requirements
were quite specific. It should include
a large hall (3,000 to 3,500 seats) for
symphony concerts, large-scale opera,
ballet, and dance, plus a small hall
(roughly 1,200 seats) for plays, con-
certs, and smaller-scale opera. The
“Conditions of Competition” required
nine kinds of drawings, including: “all
floor plans necessary to ensure an
understanding of the scheme,” and “a
diagram or diagrams, demonstrating
that the sight lines are satisfactory.”

Utzon, however, submitted only a
dozen sketches, which one critic call-
ed “nothing more than a magnificent

doodle.” Frank Lloyd Wright declared:
“this circus tent is not architecture.”

As legend has it, one of the jurors,
arriving late, discovered Utzon’s
twelve sketches in the discard pile
(obviously this submission had ig-
nored the criteria) and moved them
back into competition. Then, the
judges ignored the criteria too.

The state of New South Wales and
the jury were clearly looking for some-
thing distinctive that made a state-
ment. And compared with the many,
traditional cuboids submitted, Utzon’s
was unique—strikingly different. 

But how to convert Utzon’s twelve
sketches into an actual building?
Traditionally, this is done by hiring
an engineering firm to convert the
architect’s design into detailed engi-
neering blueprints and to oversee
construction. This responsibility fell
to Ove Arup and his partners.

This looked like an ideal pairing.
Within their respective professions,
both were rebels. Both were perfec-
tionists. Yet not only did they have
different responsibilities, they also
possessed quite different operational
perspectives and capacities.

Moreover, Arup believed that his
job was not merely to convert the ar-
chitect’s plans into blueprints and
then a building but also to help con-
vert the architect’s conception into
reality. And certainly, in 1957, con-
verting Utzon’s twelve sketches into
any kind of physical reality would be
a challenge.

After all, it was not at all obvious
how to make Utzon’s clouds, or sails,

or egg shells (or whatever label you
used for his roof) actually stand up.
Indeed, Utzon’s original sketches
contained no clue about how to hold
up the ceilings, how to make the
stage and the number of seats
fit—both physically and acoustically.

Utzon could solve such problems
—in his head. Translating his neuron
flashes into blueprints for construc-
tion was Arup’s task.

Unfortunately, Utzon kept having
neuron flashes, and more neuron
flashes and . . . . Sometimes, this was
because the previous flash didn’t
quite work structurally. Other times it
was because Utzon’s neurons simply
kept flashing. They were unstoppable.

Utzon wanted to design the perfect
building, and that required redesigns,
and redesigns, and more redesigns . .
. .  He seemed oblivious to the opera-
tional problems—let alone the delays
that his redesigns were causing. If a
design would be changed tomor-
row—either in the small or in the
large—doing any actual work was
silly. Everything slowed down.

Although both Utzon and Arup
claimed that their professional rela-
tionship was excellent, they had mul-
tiple disagreements. For the public
officials and citizens who wanted the
building completed, all the delays and
cost overruns were particularly frus-
trating. Eventually Utzon resigned,
leaving others to complete his work.

In 1964, at the height of the dis-
agreement between architect and
engineer, Utzon wrote Arup: “Manage-
ment is in a way the easiest part of
the job, something which most people
can learn.”

Don’t we all wish.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Jørn Utzon, the architectural
genius, once wrote: “Manage-
ment is in a  way the easiest part
of the job, something which most
people can learn.” In reality, the
management capacity required to
produce results is neither easily
learned nor all that common.
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Policy Design Starts with Operational Capacity 

Sir Jonathan Ive, the head of de-
sign for Apple, obviously thinks seri-
ously and analytically about design.
In February, in a long profile of Ive in
The New Yorker, Ian Parker observed
that Ive thought “bad industrial de-
sign often starts in ignorance of what
a material can and cannot do.”

Clearly there are things that an
industrial material—be it steel, sili-
cone, or styrofoam—can do. But there
are also things that each of these
materials cannot do. To be effective, a
designer, as Ive emphasizes, needs to
understand such differences.

The same might be said of the
challenges of designing any public
policy: “Bad policy design often starts
in ignorance of what an organization
can and cannot do.”

Too often, the policy wonks, legis-
lative analysts, and elected officials
who design policy are ignorant of
what an organization can and—even
more importantly—cannot do. Before
public officials ask an organization to
do something, they need to ask them-
selves two key design questions:

(1) Can the organizations to
which we plan to assign this
responsibility do this?

(2) What additional operational
capacity do these organiza-
tions need so that they can
actually do what we ask?

After all, as the policy is initially de-
signed, there might be no organiza-
tion that can do what is asked.

Certainly the designers of public
policy have a diversity of alternatives.
As Lester Salamon of Johns Hopkins
University has emphasized, in addi-
tion to direct government, there exist
a variety of “tools” with which to ac-
complish public purposes. Govern-
ment can contract out, regulate the
private sector (for either economic or
social purposes), purchase services
from non-governmental organizations,
and offer tax breaks, grants, or loans.

Will, however, the assigned organi-
zations have the operational capacity
to achieve the purpose behind any of

these designs? Even if government is
creating incentives for others to im-
plement the policy, it is relying on
people—be they in a corporation or a
family—to have the competences
necessary to convert the policy into a
results-producing reality.

Maybe, despite a policy’s explicit
incentives, the people in the organi-
zation—be it large or small—are sim-
ply uninterested. After all, the re-
quired tasks might not mesh with
what Morton Halperin, now of the
Open Society Foundation, once called
their “organizational essense.” This is
“the view held by the dominant group
in the organization of what the mis-
sions and capabilities should be.” If
not, the organization won’t really try.

Or maybe these organizations are
not capable of doing what is required.
They may simply not have people with
the required operational capacity.

Or maybe the policy is a product of
“disjointed incrementalism” with dif-
ferent features of the policy added
sequentially by different designers.
The disjointedness of such “incremen-
talism” might take place over years,
as different policy designers contrib-
ute their own pet accessory. (Think
Apple does it this way?)

Or maybe the policy was designed
in such a way that no normal human
organization could implement it suc-
cessfully. It might be so rigidly speci-
fied to conform to some cherished
theory or to satisfy a key stakeholder,
that the assigned organizations will
be unable to experiment, learn, adapt,
and then learn some more.

Or maybe the definition of success
was left so vague—even contradictory
—that it is impossible to motivate
individuals and teams to focus on
accomplishing anything specific.

Or maybe the organizational ar-
rangements are so complex—designed
perhaps to give a number of favored
organizations their own desired role—
that too many people have the ability
to veto any activity.

Or maybe the policy design diffused
responsibility for success so broadly
that collaboration is impossible.

Or maybe an overhead agency has
the ability to overrule details that are
necessary for implementation.

Or maybe no available organization
has the necessary operational capac-
ity. Nevertheless, the policy design
does not include the resources neces-
sary to create these competences.

Those who design public policies are
rarely the ones charged with imple-
menting it. The designers know how
to maneuver their ideas through the
policy-making sausage machine. They
understand how to negotiate the inev-
itable compromises. After that, imple-
mentation is someone else’s problem.

Yet, general ignorance of what orga-
nizations can and cannot do is often
the cause of bad policy. And specific
ignorance of what the assigned organ-
ization can and cannot do is simply a
specific case of the same rule.

Only if policy designers develop the
knowledge about what different orga-
nizations can and cannot do, can they
wisely design any policy.

“Bad administration can destroy
good policy,” observed Adali Steven-
son, “but good administration can
never save bad policy.”  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Bad policy design often starts in
ignorance of what an organiza-
tion can and cannot do. Only
once policy designers develop the
knowledge about how different
organizations really work—how
they produce results—can they
wisely design public policies.

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free! 

 For the inside secrets about Driving Government Performance, go to:  http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport.

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/23/shape-things-come
http://ccss.jhu.edu/about-the-center/people/
http://ccss.jhu.edu/publications-findings/?did=16
https://books.google.com/books?id=e_tI8CtJsOAC&pg=PA28&lpg=PA28&dq=organizational+essence&source=bl&ots=GWRvbxG6VU&sig=poHT9YmkOyengOqxNub7gHlFrnM&hl=en&sa=X&ei=BvNgVf7SK8bmsAT2zIHIBA&ved=0CB4Q6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=organizational%20essence&f=false
http://oxfordindex.oup.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095721690
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/August2006.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/December2009.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/about/faculty-staff-directory/robert-behn
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.amazon.com/PerformanceStat-Potential-Leadership-%2522Innovative-Governance/dp/0815725272/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401042874&sr=1-1&keywords=The+PerformanceStat+Potential
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport


  Bob
  Behn’s

Copyright © 2015 by Robert D. Behn  

Performance Leadership Report
    An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,   

 and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On the different skills and responsibilities of
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 12, No. 8, April 2015

Data Wonks and Performance Leaders  

I’m a data wonk. I like to look at
data, analyze data, use long division
to compare data. I can probably get
more information out of tomorrow
morning’s box score than most of the
37,400 people who will be at Fenway
Park this afternoon for Opening Day.

I do not, however, claim to know
more than the professionals: the jour-
nalists who will report on all 162
games this season; the Sabermetrici-
ans employed by the two teams; the
scouts for other teams who are
watching every pitch; plus all of the
semi-pro data wonks who follow base-
ball data seriously for fun. Indeed,
some of them have invented their own
statistics or their own way to analyze
statistics created by others. And it all
started with Bill James.

Not really. Baseball has been col-
lecting data on games, and innings,
and players for a long time—going
back over a century. Henry Chadwick
invented the box score in 1859.

These data, however, were not
always instantaneously available. The
morning newspaper had the box score
for the previous night’s game, but the
player’s batting average could be a
day behind. During the depression,
my father once explained to a sports
reporter for The Washington Post how
he could, after each game, do the long
division necessary to update every
player’s batting average for the next
morning’s paper.

Bill James, however, revolutionized
data analysis. No longer were core
measures that I learned in my youth
—batting average, home runs, errors,
earned run average—adequate. In-
deed, they could be misleading. After
all, in baseball—as in other profes-
sions—what got measured was what
was easiest to measure. And, to the
extent that a team valued a player
based on his statistics, the measures
encouraged some behaviors and dis-
couraged others—and not necessarily
in a way that helped a team win
games.

And this was the big question that

James wanted to answer: What data
would best help evaluate a player’s
contribution to his team’s purpose: to
win games?

For example, James disdained the
fielder’s “error.” This “statistic” was
merely some official scorer’s opinion.
So James decided to invent his own
statistics. One of first was “runs cre-
ated.” After all, a team wins games by
scoring runs, so if you could figure
out how many runs a player created,
you could determine how valuable a
player was to the team’s offensive
production. James’s formula was:

For the Sabermetricians, inventing
and analyzing statistics this was just
fun and games. Until 1997, that is,
when Billy Beane, who played in just
148 major league baseball games for
over six years, became general man-
ager of the Oakland Athletics.

In the world of baseball, the Oak-
land A’s are a poor team. Thus, Beane
could afford to spend on players less
than a third of what the richest team
would. How could Beane’s team afford
the salaries of the players necessary
to win?

The answer is now called “Money-
ball,” after the title of Michael Lewis’s
best selling book about Beane’s data-
driven approach to winning baseball
games. Beane hired data wonks to
determine which players were un-
dervalued—the ones with salaries less

than their performance warranted—
and went after those players.

In the 17 years since he became
the A’s general manager, Beane’s
team has never had a player payroll
in the top half of all teams. Yet it had
a losing record in only five of those 17
years. In fact, it won its division six
times—in over a third of those years.

Clearly, Billy Beane’s analysts
know a lot. They can figure out which
players have the skills necessary to
fill a key spot on the A’s roster.

But they don’t know everything.
Beane did not hire them to run the
team on a daily basis. They aren’t
likely to be particularly adept at deal-
ing with inflated egos (with deflated
salaries), at motivating the pitcher
who has, once again, been given the
low-status, mop-up assignment of
pitching the last three innings of a
game that is already lost, at telling a
rising star that he is being sent back
to the minors.

The analytical skills that a wonk
needs to find important insights in a
jumble of data are not the same as
the leadership skills that a manager
needs to get consistent, dedicated,
and focused work from a team of
individuals who, although they may
share a common purpose, look at
their responsibilities for helping to
achieve that purpose from divergent
perspectives.

Public and nonprofit agencies will
certainly benefit from the insights
produced by several data wonks. But
to get real humans to act on these
insights requires effective leadership.
Just because my father could do the
long division, doesn’t mean he was
qualified to run an organization. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

The analytical skills that a wonk
needs to find key insights in a
jumble of data are not the same
as the leadership skills that a
manager needs to get consistent,
and dedicated work from a team
of individuals with different tal-
ents and responsibilities.
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The Great Sewage Equation  

In 1858, the House of Commons of
Great Britian charged Joseph Bazal-
gette, the chief engineer of the Metro-
politan Board of Works, with the odi-
ous and odorous task of eliminating
London’s “Great Stink.” The smell
came from the city’s open sewers,
which also spread cholera. To fix
these problems, Bazalgette created
the first modern sewer system.

As a direct and obvious conse-
quence of this innovation, all civil
engineering students are required to
learn “The Great Sewage Equation”:

Si - So = Ssitp

This is as simple as mathematics
gets: Just three variables and only
two symbols (a minus sign and an
equals sign). Moreover, this formula
can easily be explained in words:

“Sewage In” [S i]
minus

“Sewage Out” [So]
equals

“Sewage Stuck In The Pipe” [Ssitp]
Pretty intuitive, huh? 

If more sewage goes into the pipe
than comes out, some must have
stuck in the pipe. And the amount
that is stuck has to be precisely the
difference between what went in and
what came out. Obviously!

Not really. For unfortunately, this
concept is not taught (at least outside
of civil engineering) as The Great
Sewage Equation. Rather it is called
“Stock and Flow.”

The objective of this abstract lan-
guage is to distinguish between the
“stock” of sewage that is stuck in the
pipe, and the two “flows” of sewage
—the sewage that “flows in” and the
sewage that “flows out.”

Except that—outside of the civil
engineer’s world of sewage—this idea
is hard to grasp or use. And this is
not true only for people who did not
graduate from high school.

A study of students at MIT’s Sloan
School of Management—all of whom
had taken calculus as a requirement

for admission—asked them to de-
scribe stocks of (a) water in a bathtub
and (b) cash in a bank account.

For example, when a steady flow of
water into the bathtub was greater
than a steady flow out, 20 percent of
the students did not recognize that
the water level was rising. And when
the task was made slightly more com-
plicated (the flow of dollars into the
bank account was declining but still
greater than the steady flow out) less
than half understood that the funds
in the account were still rising.

Maybe thinking of this stock-and-
flow problem through the metaphor of
a bathtub or bank account fails to
provide a mental image that is ade-
quately captivating or illustrative.
Maybe the pipe’s walls—creating the
stuck-in-the-pipe-with-nowhere-to-go
image—can help people realize that if
more goes in than comes out the
amount stuck in the pipe must go up.

Regardless of which metaphor
people prefer—bathtubs, bank ac-
counts, or sewage pipes—they need to
recognize that their metaphorical
bathtub, bank account, or sewage
pipe comes in many forms.

After all, there are lots of organiza-
tional problems that—despite their
more obvious features—can be cap-
tured by “The Great Sewage Equa-
tion.” Specifically, lots of organiza-
tions—public, private, nonprofit—
have stuff going in. Often this “stuff”
is requests for assistance. 

Think of the checkout line at a
supermarket. If the number of people
lining up to check out during, say,

ten minutes is greater than the num-
ber of people who were checked out
during the same ten minutes, guess
what: The number of people stuck in
the line went up. Pretty intuitive.

Of course, the manager of a super-
market doesn’t need to stand next to
the check-out lines with a stop watch
and clip board to calculate what is
happening. The manager can see the
line grow longer.

Sure, over the next ten minutes,
the number of people lining up to
check out will be random. So will be
the number of people who have been
checked out. But if the line is growing
enough, and if the manager is other-
wise preoccupied, a few annoyed cus-
tomers will point this out loudly.

Sometimes, however, the number
of people requesting a service aren’t
lining up physically so that no one—
managers or others—can watch the
line grow with their own eyes. Maybe
the same applies to those who are
checking out. No one sees them.

Still, the organization may be keep-
ing good records. There may be a
database somewhere that records the
number of people who request a med-
ical examination daily as well as the
number of people who get their re-
quested exam daily. And, guess what,
if the Requests Made daily is greater
than the Requests Satisfied daily, the
number of Requests Stuck In The Pipe
will grow. It’s just arithmetic.

Backlogs are not a “government
problem.” They are a “large-organiza-
tion problem,” affecting retail firms
and airplane manufacturers. Any
organization that wants to eliminate a
backlog has to figure out how to make
the outflow exceed the inflow.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

The Great Sewage Equation can
help solve numerous manage-
ment problems. If the number of
patients whom Veterans Affairs
can examine in a day is less than
the number who request an
exam every day, the back-log will
grow. It’s just arithmetic.
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Naming and Shaming  

The winter of 2015 has set records
in Massachusetts. Snow records. Over
8½ feet have already fallen in Boston.
In February alone, over five feet.

With snow come all sorts of incon-
veniences. From a two-foot storm in
January and another two-foot storm
in February came big inconveniences.
The good news is that the citizens of
Massachusetts are stronger. The bad
news is that their new, upgraded
muscles and stamina resulted from
shoveling snow.

Of course, not everyone shovels
their snow. This can be annoying. If
homeowners don’t shovel their side-
walks, people have to walk in the
street. This is dangerous—particular-
ly when the plows have left moun-
tains of snow, preventing drivers from
seeing around corners.

Thus, most municipalities require
homeowners to shovel their side-
walks. It’s the law. That, however,
does not mean that everyone does it.
Then what?

In one Massachusetts municipal-
ity, overnight snow must be cleared
by 10:00 in the morning. Daytime
snow by 10:00 at night. And before
this winter began, the municipality
increased its fine for the first offense
to $50. For the third, it’s now $200.

Fines, however, do not ensure
clean sidewalks. So this municipality
added another incentive. At a house
with a snow-covered sidewalk, a city
inspector hangs a large, neon-yellow
sign on the front door.

One member of the municipal
council called it a “Scarlet Letter ap-
proach.” “The idea,” he explained,
“was to have something significant
that caught people’s eyes to let them
know, ‘ That’s the perpetrator.’ ”

“We’re not trying to shame anyone”
declared a city inspector. “We are
trying to change their behavior.”

But to change this uncivilized be-
havior, the city is, indeed, naming
and shaming the miscreants. Not that
the city didn’t give them significant
warning. And the behavior for which

they are being shamed is certainly a
failure in their legal, civic, and soci-
etal responsibility. If a big fine isn’t
enough to change behavior, maybe
some visible, public censure will.

Still, some homeowners may not
accept that shoveling the sidewalk is
their responsibility. Usually, the
homeowner does not own the side-
walk. The municipality does. Still, the
law usually makes the homeowner
responsible for much about the side-
walk, including its repair.

H. L. Mencken famously observed
that “conscience is the inner voice
that warns us somebody may be look-
ing.” Naming and shaming is a very
public voice announcing that some-
body has certainly been looking—and
that others will soon be too.

With people who have no con-
science, naming and shaming isn’t
effective. Shaming a dictator for vio-
lating human rights will not have
much impact. He has already an-
nounced (quite explicitly) that he does
not care. Indeed, within the Dictator
Club, being named and shamed might
be a badge of honor.

Still, even if you have no personal
conscience—even if you don’t feel in
the least bit guilty about not shovel-
ing your sidewalk—you still might
care what your neighbors think. You
might want to save face. Even though
the neighbors can see that you failed
to shovel your sidewalk, you might
not want them to be blatantly re-
minded with a large, neon sign. You
prefer that your neighbors think kind-
ly of you. (An absentee landlord,

whom the neighbors never see, will
care little to such shaming.)

Still, is it proper for government to
engage in public shaming? After all, it
has many other ways to punish the
non-shovelers. An ever larger fine
might be both an appropriate punish-
ment and an adequate motivator.

Shaming, writes Jennifer Jacquet
of New York University, is “exposing a
transgressor to public disapproval.”
But is this an acceptable activity for
government? (1) Should it expose
citizen transgressors in any way? (2)
Should it seek to mobilize public dis-
approval against this transgressor?

Also, is a “Scarlet Letter” strategy
effective? Neither it nor the humilia-
tion of the stocks had the desired
effect on Hawthorne’s Hester Prynne,
who thought neither fit her “crime”—
or, indeed, that it even was a crime.

Today, not shoveling your sidewalk
is formally a crime. And to most citi-
zens, it must certainly be socially
unacceptable. (In this municipality,
shoveled sidewalks have to be 42
inches wide to accommodate wheel-
chairs. And the city helps senior citi-
zens find teenagers whom they can
pay to do their shoveling.)

Announcing which citizens have
not paid their taxes is a common
shaming strategy for many govern-
ments. But should this announce-
ment be on a web site? Should it be
mailed to every taxpayer? A different
municipality (in a different state) has
mailed such a report to every property
owner listing who had—and had not
—paid their property taxes.

It made for juicy cocktail-party
conversation. The next year, I bet, tax
evasion went down. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Should governments name and
shame citizens who fail to live up
to their civic duties—who violate
the law, by (for example) failing
to shovel their sidewalk? Should
governments explicitly expose
citizens to public disrespect and
contempt?
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The Black Box of Randomized Controlled Trials  

Evidence! Everyone wants evidence
—for which the gold standard is the
randomized controlled trial.

Such RCTs can reveal whether a
policy works. That is, does the experi-
mental policy produce a better result
than the control (doing nothing new)?

But the trial does not tell you how
the policy works. It doesn’t tell you
what caused the improvement. And
this may make it difficult to adapt the
policy to different circumstances.

If the “policy” is a vaccine, you
don’t need to know how it works. This
policy has only one moving part, the
vaccine. If you give the vaccine to
some and deny it to others, and if you
don’t let any other influence confound
the experiment (for example, by prev-
enting doctors, nurses, and patients,
from knowing who is in which group),
any difference in outcomes can be
attributed solely to the vaccine.

But if the “vaccine” is a policy—a
longer school day or charter schools
—there are multiple moving parts
that could influence the results.

Will schools with a longer day pro-
vide the same quality of instruction
during their extra hours? They might
not even provide the same instruc-
tion. Yet what happens during those
extra hours is at least as influential
as the number of hours.

Charter schools have even more
moving parts. Because they are free
from a lot of rules and regulations,
they can make multiple and different
changes. So if, on average, charter
schools do better than traditional
schools on whatever measure you
choose, what created this difference?

Did mere freedom from regulations
cause the improvement? This would
suggest that every charter school is
better than any traditional school.
And we know that this isn’t true.

Or was the cause how the charter
schools used their freedom? If so,
what was the causal connection:
Freedom causes what that causes the
improved learning?

For almost any RCT for a policy,

this is an important question. For, in
contrast to a medical experiment,
almost any RCT for a policy cannot be
“double-blind.” If neither patients, nor
doctors, nor nurses know who is in
which group, this knowledge, and
thus the associated expectations
cannot affect anyone’s behavior.

Maybe, for a charter-school RCT,
the children don’t know. But cer-
tainly, the parents who entered the
charter school lottery know.

The parents of the children as-
signed to the treatment group all
know that their children “won” the
special, fancy school. And the parents
of those assigned to the control group
know that they “lost.” Could this
affect the parents’ behavior?

If the charter schools perform bet-
ter, what is the cause? Is it the
schools’ freedom? Is it what happens
at these schools? Is it the behavior of
the teachers? Or could it be the be-
havior of the parents?

The parents of a child who “won”
the lottery might have said to them-
selves: “This is our kid’s lucky break.
We need to make sure that she takes
full advantage of it. We need to be
sure that she always does her home-
work, that she always gets to school
on time, that she always . . . .”

The parents of a child who “lost”
the lottery might have a different
reaction: “Damn. Our kid lost his big
chance. He’s stuck in the same stodgy
school with the same stodgy teachers
and the same stodgy curriculum.
There’s nothing we can do . . . .”

Is the causal “treatment” effect on

the schools, the teachers, the stu-
dents, or the parents? If the RCT is
not double-blind it is hard to tell.

The most significant causal impact
just might be on the behavior of the
parents not on the behavior of the
children. Or to the extent that the
behavior of the children changed, it
just might be because putting the
children in the charter school chang-
ed the behavior of the parents to-
wards their children’s education. And
if the impact wasn’t that direct, it just
might be because the charter school
more effectively engaged the parents,
getting them to take an active role in
their children’s education.

Since the publication of “The Cole-
man Report” nearly half a century
ago, we have known that parents
have a big impact on their children’s
learning. Parental socioeconomic
status (education, occupation, in-
come) is obviously influential. But so
are parental behaviors that are corre-
lated (but not perfectly) with socioeco-
nomic characteristics. For example,
do the parents have high expectations
for their educational achievement?

Of course, a parent’s expectation
for a child’s educational achievement
could be influenced by the child’s
past educational success. But it just
might also be influenced by the per-
ceived quality of the child’s school.

And parents who enter a charter-
school lottery expect that, if they win,
their child will get a better education.

What’s the treatment? What is the
causal connection? A randomized
controlled experiment can tell you
that something different is going on
inside the black box of the treatment
group. But it doesn’t tell you what. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

A randomized control trial can
tell whether a policy works. But
it cannot reveal how the policy
works. What exactly caused the
working? Something is going on
inside the black box. Yet it is not
obvious how to adapt this work-
ing in a different setting.
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Chief Management Officer  

Forty years ago, Henry Mintzberg,
of McGill University, asked the simple
question: “What do managers do?”

To Mintzberg managers were not
just corporate CEOs but also “vice
presidents, bishops, foremen, hockey
coaches, and prime ministers”— peo-
ple with “formal authority” for some
kind of “organizational unit.”

Mintzberg was looking for what
these people did that was “common to
the work of all managers.” From his
research, he identified ten managerial
“roles” or “behaviors”:

Three Interpersonal Roles:
figurehead
leader
liaison

Three informational roles:
monitor
disseminator
spokesperson

Four decisional roles:
entrepreneur
disturbance handler
resource allocator
negotiator.

Mintzberg’s list is rather short, but
his ten roles do cover a diverse range
of responsibilities. Indeed, the list is
intimidating. How could any human
do a half-way credible job on all ten
roles in a mere 168-hour week?

Consider, for example, your aver-
age elected public executive: mayor,
county executive, governor, or presi-
dent. Yes: It takes a lot of determina-
tion to get yourself elected to one of
these executive jobs. Every day, the
most winning candidates figure out
how to handle multiple responsibili-
ties. If they don’t, they lose.

Still, once they are sworn in, their
obligations jump in complexity. A
candidate has one very specific, very
narrow task: get elected. As chief
executive, however, the former candi-
date’s responsibilities are more com-
plicated. And although a cabinet sec-
retary or department head has a nar-
rower portfolio, his or her responsibil-
ities are still quite complex.

Consider the roles of figurehead,

liaison, spokesperson, disturbance
handler, and negotiator. These five
roles include internal responsibilities.
But for a public executive (elected or
appointed), they also have an external
component that is more demanding
than for most private-sector CEOs.

As the obvious figurehead, the
public executive personifies the gov-
ernment or agency to the world. He or
she is its definitive spokesperson.

If a disturbance is small and inter-
nal, a subordinate manager can han-
dle it. But if the disturbance is signifi-
cant enough, or if it involves people
outside the government, the public
executive may need to get personally
involved. The same applies to negot-
iations with people or groups outside
of the executive branch.

A public executive who delegates to
subordinates any of these five roles—
figure-head, liaison, spokesperson,
disturbance handler, or negotia-
tor—may quickly antagonize key
stakeholders. Unfortunately, handling
these five roles for situations primar-
ily involving people outside of the
executive branch can consume all of
any public executive’s time.

If so, what happens when these
five roles also involve insiders? And
what happens when the role is leader,
monitor, disseminator, entrepreneur,
or resource allocator? How much time
is left for these responsibilities? Of-
ten, not much. All too often, none.

Yet, the public executive is sup-
posed to be the [internal] leader of the
jurisdiction or agency, establishing
purposes, motivating employees, au-

thorizing projects, and encouraging
initiatives to better achieve key public
purposes. But how much time does
the executive have for this? After all,
handling internal disturbances and
allocating resources can quickly jump
to the top of the must-do-today pile.

Thus every public executive—ap-
pointed or elected—needs a chief
management officer, chief operating
officer, chief performance officer. I
don’t care what the title is. I do care,
however, that this person is responsi-
ble for ensuring that the jurisdiction
or agency is operating competently—
for keeping everyone focused on
achieving the chief executive’s pur-
poses. This person is responsible for
the operational roles to which the top
executive cannot devote sufficient
attention. All governors need a chief
operating officer. All mayors need a
chief administrative officer. All cabi-
net secretaries need a chief perfor-
mance officer.

The president, governor, mayor, or
agency head also has responsibility
for setting policy—for establishing
macro purposes. Yet, too often, these
executives focus exclusively on policy.
And for some mysterious reason (and
despite all the evidence to the con-
trary), they believe their brilliant poli-
cies are self implementing?

The chief operating officer’s job is
to make the policies work. Thus this
person needs more than a title. He or
she needs an official, public delega-
tion of authority. The elected or ap-
pointed executive needs to say, as
Mayor Joe Curtatone of Somerville,
Massachusetts often says about his
chief performance officer: “My director
of SomerStat speaks for me.”  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Presidents, governors, mayors,
and agency heads often focus
exclusively on policy. And despite
all the evidence to the contrary,
they believe their policies are self
implementing. To convert their
policies into reality, each needs a
chief management officer.
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Avoid Being Caught in the KPI Quagmire  

Does your organization need some
key performance indicators? Do not
worry. To your rescue come organiza-
tions and books. And do they have
KPIs for you.

For example, the KPI gurus at
Actuate Corporation have created—
just for you—a free KPI library con-
taining over 650 KPIs. What more
could you ask for?

Well, if you weren’t satisfied, you
could go to ServiceNow’s KPILibary. It
offers a database containing “6500+
KPI templates and examples.” What
more could you ask for?

If, however, that isn’t enough, you
could go to the KPI Mega Library, with
its 17,000 KPIs. 

If, however, you don’t want to wade
through 17,000 KPIs, or 6,500, or
even a mere 650, you could choose to
limit yourself to Actuate’s Top 75
KPIs.

Bernard Marr has a book on them:
Key Performance Indicators: The 75
measures every manager needs to
know.

And because reading these 376
pages will consume too much of your
valuable time, you might want to
check Marr’s two other books: 25
Need-To-Know Key Performance Indi-
cators and Key Performance Indicators
for Dummies.

If, however, you want to limit your
KPI consumption even more, you look
at Six Figure Management Method:
How to Grow Your Business with the
Only Six KPIs You’ll Ever Need. Wow,
just six, covered in just 256 pages.

Of course, you’re not trying to grow
a business. You’re in the public sector
trying to provide services to citizens.
Do not fear. David Parmenter, has
published Key Performance Indicators
for Government and Non Profit Agen-
cies: Implementing Winning KPIs
(which includes 18 pages of KPIs).

Still, this might be a little too ge-
neric for your organization. If so, you
might want to check out the publica-
tions from the KPI Institute based in
Melbourne. It’s store let’s you “shop

by industry”—such as “Government -
Local” and “Government - State /
Federal.”

Here you can find the Top 25 Local
Government KPIs of 2011-2012 and
also the Top 25 State Government KPIs
of 2011-2012.

But why are—or might—these
17,000, or 6,500, or 650, or 75, or
even 25 (Top or Need-To-Know) KPIs
relevant to any specific organization?
These KPIs are generic—generally
useful for lots of organizations, and
thus not precisely applicable to any
specific one. How do (or might) any of
them help the leadership team of a
public organization decide what pur-
pose to pursue? After all, every lead-
ership team has to always start with
purpose. No leadership team can
decide what to measure until its
members have decided what they
should try to accomplish.

Then, once the team has focused
on a purpose, how do (or might) any
of these KPIs help it identify its key
performance deficits? Sure, in the list
of 17,000 KPIs there might be one
that is precisely relevant—a KPI that
captures an important barrier that
faces the organization as it tries to
improve performance? But how would
the team find this magic needle in
amongst the other 16,999 strands of
hay?

And even if the leadership team
found a KPI from one of these librar-
ies that precisely captured the perfor-
mance deficit on which it wanted to
focus, how does this help the team
decide what target to create for elimi-

nating (or, at least, mitigating) this
performance deficit?

Finally, will this magic KPI also be
useful in motivating the organiza-
tion’s staff and collaborators? Will it
get everyone focused on achieving the
target set for fixing this performance
deficit and thus improve perfor-
mance? Or will this KPI merely redi-
rect their energies in an irrelevant (or
even counterproductive) direction?

The problem with generic perfor-
mance measures—indeed, the prob-
lem with any generic anything—is
that it isn’t quite right. It might be
close, maybe even close enough for a
first-cut effort. But the danger of
generic measures is that they can lull
a manager into a non-thinking (yet
self-congratulatory) complacency.
“Wow! I’m using the best KPIs avail-
able. Can’t do better than that.”

It’s similar to the best-practice
obsession. Why invent your own ap-
proach, when someone else has cre-
ated a best practice (which has been
certified as an official best practice by
the International Center for Best
Practice?) I can’t be smarter than
those guys, so why bother? Why both-
er thinking?

Indeed, the search for a “best prac-
tice” is a substitute for thinking. Sim-
ilarly, the search for a “best KPI” is
just another substitute for thinking.

Selecting KPIs—deciding what to
measure (and, of course, why)—is a
leadership responsibility. It can’t be
delegated to some database—no mat-
ter how large, no matter how bril-
liantly constructed. If the chief execu-
tive delegates this task, he or she is
simultaneously delegating responsi-
bility for leading the organization. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

The search for the Best KPI is
like the search for the Best Prac-
tice. Both obsessions are a sub-
stitute for thinking. If there ex-
ists a KPI officially certified by
the International KPI Center,
who needs to think? Smarter
guys have done all that work. 

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free! 

 For the inside secrets about Driving Government Performance, go to:  http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport.

http://demo.bpa.actuate.com/iportal/dashboard?__vp=KPILibrary&conf=%2fdashboard%2fcontents%2fKPI%20Library.dashboard%3b1&userid=demouser&password=demouser
http://kpilibrary.com/
http://www.kpimegalibrary.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0273750119/ref=as_li_tf_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=httpwwwapinst-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0273750119
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0273750119/ref=as_li_tf_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=httpwwwapinst-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0273750119
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0273750119/ref=as_li_tf_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=httpwwwapinst-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0273750119
http://www.amazon.com/Need---Know-Key-Performance-Indicators/dp/1292016477/ref=asap_B001H6KUSS_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417453543&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.com/Need---Know-Key-Performance-Indicators/dp/1292016477/ref=asap_B001H6KUSS_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417453543&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.com/Need---Know-Key-Performance-Indicators/dp/1292016477/ref=asap_B001H6KUSS_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417453543&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.com/Performance-Indicators-Dummies-Bernard-Marr/dp/111891323X/ref=asap_B001H6KUSS_1_6?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417453551&sr=1-6
http://www.amazon.com/Performance-Indicators-Dummies-Bernard-Marr/dp/111891323X/ref=asap_B001H6KUSS_1_6?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417453551&sr=1-6
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0749469072/ref=rdr_ext_tmb
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0749469072/ref=rdr_ext_tmb
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0749469072/ref=rdr_ext_tmb
http://www.amazon.com/Performance-Indicators-Government-Profit-Agencies/dp/0470944544/ref=sr_1_21?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417409109&sr=1-21&keywords=KPI
http://www.amazon.com/Performance-Indicators-Government-Profit-Agencies/dp/0470944544/ref=sr_1_21?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417409109&sr=1-21&keywords=KPI
http://www.amazon.com/Performance-Indicators-Government-Profit-Agencies/dp/0470944544/ref=sr_1_21?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417409109&sr=1-21&keywords=KPI
http://kpiinstitute.org/
http://store.kpiinstitute.org/industry/government-local.html
http://store.kpiinstitute.org/industry/government-local.html
http://store.kpiinstitute.org/industry/government-state-federal.html
http://store.kpiinstitute.org/industry/government-state-federal.html
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/All%20Issues/December2010.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/All%20Issues/December2010.pdf
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/September2006.pdf
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/July2006.pdf
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/July2006.pdf
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/July2006.pdf
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/July2006.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/about/faculty-staff-directory/robert-behn
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.amazon.com/PerformanceStat-Potential-Leadership-%2522Innovative-Governance/dp/0815725272/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401042874&sr=1-1&keywords=The+PerformanceStat+Potential
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport


  Bob
  Behn’s

Copyright © 2014 by Robert D. Behn  

Performance Leadership Report
    An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,   

 and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On why all public officials—and all academics too—need to recognize
“What were they thinking?”

Vol. 12, No. 2, October 2014

What Performance Management Is and Is Not  

At a recent academic conference a
scholar was explaining his research in
which he sought to determine wheth-
er performance management worked
—whether it improved performance.
He took a traditional approach (called
“meta-analysis” by the cognoscenti)
examining all of the different reports
that analyzed this question seeking to
draw conclusions from this entire
collection of research.

Unfortunately, he had one prob-
lem. How to decide what counted as
“performance management”? After all,
many of the reports he analyzed of-
fered no specific definition of “perfor-
mance management.” Many simply
used this two-word phrase as if its
meaning was simple and obvious.

Moreover, many of these reports
used the phrase “performance man-
agement” when all that anyone was
doing was collecting some data that
might (or might not) be related to
performance—to some public purpose
that the organization might (or might
not) be trying to achieve.

No actual management was in-
volved. No managers were doing any
managing. They had some data. But
how they were using their data was
unclear. They might have been doing
nothing more than storing them in a
database. Maybe they were also post-
ing their data on a web site.

Clearly, however, not all of the
organizations that asserted they were
doing “performance management” had
developed a strategy for focusing staff
and collaborators on the task of im-
proving performance—on producing
some specific results.

This revelation is not surprising.
Long ago, I learned that many public
officials—and many academics too—
use the phrases “performance man-
agement” and “performance measure-
ment” interchangeably, as if they are
the same thing.

It’s time to stop letting them off the
hook. It’s time to clarify what “perfor-
mance management” is and what
“performance management” is not.

(1) “Performance management”
requires the members of the leader-
ship team of a jurisdiction, agency, or
collaborative to focus their efforts on
achieving a specific public purpose.
The leadership team of the agency,
jurisdiction, or collaborative is en-
gaged in “performance management”
only if it articulates this purpose
clearly, publicly, and vocally.

This purpose might be to reduce
crime. It might be to help children
grow up to be responsible citizens and
productive employees. It might be to
prepare a nation to cope effectively
the next time a virulent virus jumps
from an animal to a human. What-
ever their purpose is, the managers
have to make it clear to their staff, to
their collaborators, and to citizens.

(2) “Performance management”
requires the leadership team to focus
everyone on the task of eliminating or
mitigating one of the important per-
formance deficits that is preventing
them from achieving this purpose.

(3) “Performance management”
requires the leadership team to define
a “performance target”—a specific
result to be produced by a specific
date that, when achieved, will elimi-
nate (or, at least mitigate) this key
performance deficit.

(4) “Performance management”
requires the leadership team to de-
velop a performance strategy that will
engage employees, collaborators, and
citizens in helping to achieve this
target.

(5) “Performance management” re-
quires the leadership team to track,

regularly and frequently, data that
reveal its progress towards achieving
this target. (If the leadership team 
has no target for eliminating a perfor-
mance deficit, how does it know what
data to collect—what to measure?)

(6) “Performance management”
requires the leadership team and staff
to analyze these data to determine
how much progress they are making
towards achieving their target.

(7) “Performance management”
requires the leadership team to learn
from these data—to use its analysis of
its data to make adjustments (or
drastic revisions) to their strategy.

(8) “Performance management”
requires the leadership team—after it
has achieved its target—to select
another performance deficit, and
create another target plus another
strategy for achieving this new target.
In doing so, the leadership team will
focus everyone on ratcheting up the
achievement of their public purpose.

Real “performance management”
requires active leadership. It is not a
mere data-collecting chore that can
be delegated to a few measurement
wonks. If a leadership team is truly
doing performance management, it
needs to be actively engaged in perfor-
mance leadership.

Perhaps you remember what
Humpty Dumpty told Alice in Through
the Looking Glass:

‘When I use a word,’ Humpty
Dumpty said in rather a scornful
tone, ‘it means just what I choose
it to mean—neither more nor less.’

Claiming that mere performance mea-
surement is actually performance
management is nothing more than
Humpty Dumpty management. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
been published by Brookings.

Many public officials assert that
they are doing performance man-
agement, when all they are doing
is collecting data that might be
somehow related to performance.
It’s time to stop letting them off
the hook. Performance manage-
ment requires active leadership.
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Discourage “Throating”  

It was a couple of years ago (okay,
maybe a couple of decades ago), when
my wife and I took our son, then a
high-school student, on the pre-col-
lege tour. We visited a variety of cam-
puses from coast to coast (and in
Canada too). At the beginning of the
fall semester, we ended up in Balti-
more at Johns Hopkins University. 

The freshmen had just arrived, and
the first edition of the student news-
paper was displayed on its racks. I
picked up a copy.

For the freshmen, the paper had a
very practical section listing all of the
unofficial Johns Hopkins slang words
they needed to know to sound cool
and—more importantly—to avoid ap-
pearing clueless.

My attention was quickly caught
by one of these words: “throating,” as
in the verb “to throat.” Throating is
primarily an occupation of pre-med
students, though any student could
engage in this behavior.

To “throat” is to directly hinder or
hurt other students’ performance.
Any student can throat an individual
student or an entire class.

For example, a “Throat” (a student
who engages in throating) might sab-
otage another student’s lab experi-
ment or destroy yet another’s notes.

Or the Throat could do this to
everyone by stealing key books from
the library or even by cutting an es-
sential article out of a journal or an
important chapter from a book.

Why would pre-med students at
Johns Hopkins (or any college) engage
in such cutthroat behavior? Because
they are competing directly with each
classmate for admission to the most
prestigious medical schools. Each
medical school will admit only a very
few of Johns Hopkins’ pre-med stu-
dents. Thus the competition is “zero-
sum”: If you win, I must lose.

At Johns Hopkins, I am told, the
practice of throating has disappeared.
Certainly, I hope so.

Nevertheless, there do exist com-
petitive circumstances in which some

people may conclude (regardless of
what their mother taught them, or
what approach to ethics they studied)
that sabotage is (if not ethically ac-
ceptable) obviously expedient.

For example: when the number of
undergraduates who will be accepted
by a medical school is strictly limited
to a small number of applicants. Or
when the number of senior managers
who can be promoted to vice presi-
dent is strictly limited to a small
number. Or when everyone knows
that the number of cookies, or gold
stars, or ribbons, or goodies (or other
forms of recognition) are, again,
strictly limited to a small number.

This is not, however, always the
case. In other competitive situations,
a would-be saboteur will gain abso-
lutely nothing:

Suppose every pre-med student at
Johns Hopkins who was qualified—

who, for example, passed some kind
of medical-school admission test—
was admitted to a high-quality medi-
cal school. If this was the case, no
student would gain any advantage by
throating any other student.

In fact, in this situation, all stu-
dents could benefit from helping their
colleagues. For if helping colleagues
fostered a norm of reciprocal coopera-
tion, every student at Johns Hopkins
would benefit. Such cooperation
would improve everyone’s ability to
pass the medical-school admissions
test—and thus get into a high-quality
medical school.

Inherently, however, the number of
places in the entering classes of top-

ranking medical schools is limited.
Thus, pre-med students will always
be competing with other students—
particularly with students from their
own college—for one of these precious 
spots.

This, however, is not always the
case. Or, at least, it doesn’t have to
be. There are times when the number
of rewards—be they cookies or gold
stars—is not inherently limited. And
yet, for some reason, those who create
the reward structure think it is—or,
at least, that it should be very limited.

This is competition, and our men-
tal model for competition is athletics:
At the end of the season, there is just
one winner. Everyone else is a loser.

Is, however, this mental model
always appropriate? Do we want only
one school to be a winner—while all of
the others are declared to be losers?
Do we want only one child-welfare
manager to be a winner—while all the
other managers are labeled as losers?

If we want all schools, and all man-
agers to be successful, why do we
create a structure of rewards that
actually encourages those who have a
chance to win to engage in throating,
or, at least, to avoid helping their
colleagues? And why do we create a
structure of rewards that encourages
those who know they have no chance
of winning to stop trying? Why do
only the top 20% of schools get to
display a winners flag? Why do only
the top 20% of managers get the
(miniscule) bonus?

Isn’t it possible to design a reward
structure that discourages throating?
Isn’t it possible to design a reward
structure that positively encourages
people to cooperate? d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has just
been published by Brookings.

Our mental model for competi-
tion is athletics: At the end of the
season, there is just one winner.
Everyone else is a loser. Is, how-
ever, this mental model always
appropriate? Do we want only
one school to be a winner, while
all of the others are losers?
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Designing a Test Worth Teaching To  

Today, across the globe, school
children are tested—often annually,
sometimes more frequently. And one
problem with this approach to learn-
ing what the children are learning is
that the teachers teach to the test:
How can we know how well the teach-
ers are really teaching, how can we
know how much the students are
really learning, if the teachers are
always teaching to the test?

But wait! Isn’t that what we want
the teachers to do? Isn’t that what we
told them to do? Certainly, there is no
law or rule commanding: “The teach-
ers shall teach to this test.” Still, the
message is quite unambiguous:

“Hey teacher: Pay attention. This
test is important. We want every stu-
dent to learn the concepts on this
test. So make sure that all of your
kids learn this stuff. If they pass, we
know you are a good teacher. If they
don’t, we know you aren’t.”

From society, this message to the
teacher may be only implicit. From
the school principal, however, the
message may be quite explicit: “I will
evaluate you based on how many of
your students pass the test.”

So what will the intelligent teacher
do? Indeed, what would you do? An-
swer: You (and if you were a teacher,
you would be a very intelligent one)
would teach to the test. This is pre-
dictable—very predictable. After all,
you, like all teachers, are human.

Moreover, this is precisely the type
of classroom behavior we want from
teachers. We have told teachers—
quite clearly—that they should focus
on the ideas, concepts, principles,
and lessons that will be on the test.

As a society, we have decided
(through the political process) that we
want our children to learn some im-
portant things—be they long division,
or Archimedes Principle, or the social,
political, and economic causes of
World War I, or the insights of Aldous
Huxley’s Brave New World. That’s why
we put them on the test. Other things
—important, but not as important—

are not on the test.
So what do we want the teachers

to do? We want the teachers to con-
centrate on what will be on the test—
whether these are scientific theories,
or historical principles, or literary
concepts. And, we want them to teach
their students to think analytically
and to explain an idea coherently,
succinctly, and persuasively.

This message is quite explicit. So is
another message: Spend less time
teaching those things that—although
still important—are not on the test.

In response, what will the very
intelligent teachers do? They will do
precisely what we told them to do.
They will teach to the test.

From this observation about hu-
man behavior, comes the test-design
mantra: “The challenge in educational
testing is designing a test worth
teaching to.”

This challenge does not, however,
apply exclusively to education. It
applies to all efforts to improve perfor-
mance. Whenever public officials
establish an output measure, or an
operational standard, or a perfor-
mance target, they first need to ask:
“Is this a measure, standard, or target
worth teaching to?”

Not literally, of course, but meta-
phorically: Does this capture the
purpose that we are trying to achieve?
Is this something on which we want
everyone to focus? Will this help moti-
vate our desired human behavior?

In addition, they need to ask: Are
we willing to accept that everyone will
spend less time on other things that,

while important, aren’t that impor-
tant? Because if they aren’t, these
officials might want to create a differ-
ent measure, standard, or target.

Unfortunately, no measure, stan-
dard, or target is perfect. That’s why
teachers bristle at the educational
tests: “This test does not capture
everything that I [and society] want
students to learn.” True. Always true. 

No test, measure, standard, or
target captures everything that we
want an organization or individual to
do. And, as a corollary to an old man-
agement law states: “What doesn’t get
measured doesn’t get done.”

Any test, measure, standard, or
target concentrates everyone’s atten-
tion on some things. In the process, it
convinces everyone to ignore other
things. No test, measure, standard, or
target is perfect. Get over it. 

Without, however, some test, mea-
sure, standard, or target, individuals
and organizations will be left to
choose for themselves. This might not
be bad. It might be disastrous. 

It might mean that different sub-
units (e.g. different schools or differ-
ent child welfare offices) will choose to
focus on different things—some of
which are important and others of
which are irrelevant. Or, even worse,
it might mean that different subunits
might focus on nothing at all.

People and organizations need
“tests.” Not a sit-down, pencil-and-
paper, fill-in-the-little-ovals tests.
They need tests that tell them and
others how well they are doing. They
need tests to focus their attention.

That is why all public officials—
not just educators—need to design
tests worth teaching to. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
just been published by Brookings.

Public executives need to accept
that their organization’s work is
done by humans—real humans.
And these humans respond to
how they are tested. Recognizing
this reality, public executives
need to design all of their tests
so they are worth teaching to.
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Both a Hedgehog and a Fox 

In his essay on Leo Tolstoy’s view
of history, Isaiah Berlin begins with a
quote from the Greek poet Archiloc-
hus: “The fox knows many things, but
the hedgehog knows one big thing.”

The same distinction could be used
to categorize public executives. Some
know lots of little things. Others know
—or, at least, focus on—one big thing. 

This distinction can be illustrated
by one contrasting pair of public exec-
utives: the United States presidents
Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan.
Carter was the prototypical fox. Rea-
gan exemplified the hedgehog.

Berlin, of course, was not inter-
ested in elected executives or, indeed,
in any executives in the public, pri-
vate, or nonprofit sectors. He was
focused on “the deepest differences
which divide writers and thinkers.” As
Berlin explained it, Dante, Plato, and
Kafka were hedgehogs; Aristotle,
Shakespeare, and Joyce were foxes.

Still, this deep difference also di-
vides public executives.

Certainly, public executives may
not need to write. When it comes to
putting words on paper (or even on a
screen) many have speech writers and
interns to do this for them.

Still, there are counter examples.
Winston Churchill was an excellent
writer, and his literary skills reflected
his analytical powers. To be an excel-
lent writer, a public executive needs,
first of all, to be an excellent thinker.

Indeed, all public executives do
need to think. Some of them think
like foxes. Some like hedgehogs. And
how they think does make a differ-
ence. It affects the character of their
leadership, and thus both what their
organization seeks to accomplish as
well as how it attempts to do so.

Several years ago, I wrote, “Presi-
dent Carter gave attention to detail a
bad name.” Then President Reagan
did “the same for delegation.”

Reagan was all about the big pic-
ture. He was, to use Berlin’s words,
an example of those  “who relate ev-
erything to a single central vision, one

system less or more coherent . . . a
single, universal, organizing principle
in terms of which alone all that they
are and say has significance.” Regan,
however, ignored the details.

In contrast, Carter focused on the
details. He was, again using Berlin’s
words, one of “those who pursue
many ends, often unrelated and even
contradictory . . . related by no single
moral or aesthetic principle.” Carter,
however, lacked a “central vision.”

These are, of course, caricatures.
Just as Berlin’s categorization of writ-
ers and thinkers were, he confessed,
“over-simple classifications.”

After all, Reagan had not one but
two central visions. He had a domes-
tic vision: “Government is not the
solution to our problem; government
is the problem.” And he had a foreign-
policy vision: Defeat the “evil empire.”

Certainly Carter had a few minor,
if not dominant visions. For example,
a major theme on which he cam-
paigned for president was: “don’t vote
for me unless you want to see the
executive branch of government com-
pletely reorganized.” And, once in
office, he gave some of his most tal-
ented people this reorganization task.

Still, despite this simplification,
there can be little doubt that along
the fox-to-hedgehog spectrum, Carter
is much more of a fox while Reagan is
much more of a hedgehog.

Moreover, it is possible to attribute
Reagan’s inability to achieve his big
purposes (and the high-level scandals
in his administration) to his inability
to also think like a fox. Similarly, it is

possible to attribute Carter’s inability
to accomplish much of significance to
his lack of the hedgehog’s “central
vision.”

Effective public executives need to
be able to think like a hedgehog and
to think like a fox. They need a cen-
tral vision—or, at least a very few,
core visions. They also need to be
able, in Berlin’s words, to move “on
many levels, seizing upon the essence
of a vast variety of experiences.”

Effective public executives need to
combine the hedgehog’s vision with
the fox’s recognition that achieving
that vision requires many different
people to do many different things.

If the executive’s “single, central
vision” is excessively dominant, he or
she will fail to recognize signals that
contradict, or undermine the value or
relevance of that vision.  The execu-
tive will fail to recognize the need to
make fox-like adjustments to either
purpose to be achieved or means for
achieving that purpose.

Similarly, if the executive lacks any
such vision—if there is no big purpose
to be achieved—subordinates and
collaborators will not know on what
they should focus. In the absence of a
central vision, the guidance to subor-
dinates and collaborators can be
given only through detailed, micro-
management instructions.

To be effective—to create an orga-
nization that has the vision and ca-
pacity to achieve significant purposes
—public executives need to combine
the vision of the hedgehog with the
foxes ability to recognize the impor-
tance of all the little things that are
necessary to convert that big thing
into a big reality. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
just been published by Brookings.

Public executives need to com-
bine the hedgehog’s focus on one
big thing with the fox’s recogni-
tion that, to achieve  anything
that is big, everyone in the orga-
nization needs to know many
little things each of which makes
an essential contribution.
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How Do I Learn What Is Really Going On? [ II ] 

Public executives and the parents
of teenagers face a similar problem: 
They have a difficult time figuring out
what is really going on in their organ-
ization—be it an agency or a family.

Public executives can’t observe
what an employee is doing every min-
ute. And parents can’t observe what a
teenager is doing every minute. Both
worry. Despite all of their instructions
and admonitions—not everyone is
guaranteed to be behaving properly.

Thus—maybe, just maybe—par-
ents and executives might find some
common approaches useful:

Repeatedly Ask: “What Are Our
Vulnerabilities?”

Due to their common inability to con-
stantly observe everyone’s behavior,
both executives and parents have
vulnerabilities. A family is vulnerable
to what teenagers do on-line. A public
agency is vulnerable to employees
who falsify performance data.

When such things happen, neither
parents nor executives should be
surprised. Yet, if they fail to identify
their vulnerabilities, they may be
surprised—very unpleasantly.

Be Aware (and Beware) of
Campbell’s Law

One vulnerability comes from setting
performance targets. If people are
pressured to achieve specific tar-
gets—but lack the resources or opera-
tional capacity necessary to do so—
neither executives nor parents should
be surprised when people cheat.

Donald Campbell, explained this in
what is known as “Campbell’s Law”:

The more any quantitative social
indicator is used for social
decision-making, the more subject
it will be to corruption pressures
and the more apt it will be to dis-
tort and corrupt the social pro-
cesses it is intended to monitor.

Whenever executives set targets for
people in their agency or parents set
targets for the teenagers in their fam-
ily, they should be alert for the behav-

ior predicted by Campbell’s Law.

Recognize the Hint Behind “That’s
Funny”

All of us—including executives and
parents—have said to ourselves
“That’s funny.” Not “that’s funny, ha
ha,” but “that’s funny, weird.” This is
a hint—a subtle yet clear suggestion
that something isn’t quite right.

Yet, we are all busy. We don’t have
time to think through the possible
implications of our own, very astute
(and perhaps very prescient) observa-
tion. Instead, we simply go on with
our own, very important work.

Until, that is, something happens
—something bad that we could have
anticipated had we taken the time to
follow-up on our own observation.
Only then, however, do we recognize
this insight: “Oh yes. That’s why I
said ‘That’s funny.’ ”

Both See and Observe
In “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Sherlock
Holmes says to Dr. Watson, “You see,
but you do not observe.”

No real human—executive or
parent—possesses the powers of ob-
servation that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
gave to Sherlock Holmes. After all,
Holmes saw many things that were
“funny”—things to which most mor-
tals (not just Watson) would never
give even a first thought.

One way to see more is to practice
Hewlett Packard’s “Management by
Wandering Around.” Executives can
wander around the places were front-
line employees are working. Parents
may not find this so easy, but volun-

teering to coach a sport or supervise
a school trip may create an opportu-
nity to see quite a lot.

Still, even if they do see a lot, exec-
utives and parents may still not ob-
serve very much. They may be stuck
with Watson’s limited observational
skills. They need to be alert to their
own under-their-breath mumbling of
“that’s funny.” They also need to use
their grade-school skills of arithmetic.

Cultivate The Skill and Habit of
“Short Division”

One way to enhance our powers of
observation is with “short division.”
When we identify a number—an im-
portant indicator—we need to ask: “Is
this number big or small?” When we
see a number, we can enhance our
power of observation—our ability to
understand the significance of this
number—with the simple, arithmetic
act of short division.

Always Start with Purpose
Both executives and parents have
purposes. Executives seek to produce
results that citizens value. Parents
seek to help their teenagers grow up
to be responsible, creative, loving
adults. In any effort to learn what is
really going on, both need to keep
their purpose in mind.

Executives and Parents
A colleague once suggested that

the test of any management strategy
was whether it was effective in coping
with teenagers. But the reverse might
also be true. If a strategy helps par-
ents learn what is really going on with
teenagers, it might also prove useful
for public executives. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
just been published by Brookings.

Public executives and parents of
teenagers face a common prob-
lem: “How do I learn what is re-
ally going on?” Thus, it might be
that an approach that helps pub-
lic executives with this problem
might also prove useful for par-
ents—and vice versa.
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How Do I Learn What Is Really Going On? 

The soap was stylish—perfectly
round, the size of a golf ball, but with-
out the little dimples that help it fly
straight. This was a very stylish hotel,
so you would expect that everything—
bathroom included—would be stylish.

The sink, for example, was shaped
like a wok. Thus, when the soap land-
ed in the sink, it circled around and
around just like the balls do in one of
George Rhoads’s audiokinetic sculp-
tures. If, however, the ball’s initial
orbit was too big for the sink, it ended
up on the floor.

This would not have been a prob-
lem if the sink came with a soap dish.
But it didn’t. Thus the soap easily
ended up on the floor—very easily.

The shower didn’t have a soap dish
either. This was another challenge. 
So when I finished a shower (having
dropped the soap several times), I
leaned out and flipped it into the
sink, hoping that it didn’t orbit out
and onto the floor.

What were these people thinking?
A couple of weeks later and on the

other side of the planet, I entered
another hotel room. It was a little
cool, and I wanted it a little warmer.
There was no thermostat on the wall,
but I quickly found the room’s HVAC
remote. It had ten buttons, one of
which had “+” on one  end and “–” on
the other. I pushed the “+” button a
few times and went about unpacking.

Nothing happened. The room did
not warm up. The unit under the
window continued to pump out cold
air. So I pushed the “+” button a few
more times, and began to set up my
computer. Still nothing happened.

Then I see it: a small flier labeled
“Air Conditioning Instructions,” which
said at the bottom of page 2:

IMPORTANT
Please DO NOT press [button

6] as it is not needed and will
lock the remote.

Please also Do NOT press the
following buttons [2, 3, and 10].

What were these people thinking?

Why does this remote even have but-
tons 2, 3, 6, or 10?

Fortunately, the back page of this
flier was boldly labeled Troubleshoot-
ing and offered instructions for fixing
four problems. (When was the last
time you needed troubleshooting
instructions for an HVAC system?)

Pressing button 6 was what cre-
ated one of these problems: “The
screen on my remote looks nothing
like the picture and nothing works.”
For this problem, the solution was:

  “Underneath the [#6] button is a
tiny red button. This is the reset
button. Take a pen or whatever
will fit and press it for 2 sec-
onds. The screen will fill with
text for a few moments then go
blank. Try to turn the remote on
now.”

Having done this, I now go back to
the inside of the flier and follow the
five steps to make the room warmer. 

The final step is: “Please allow ap-
proximately 15 minutes for the unit
to switch between air conditioning to
heating and produce warm air.”

What were these people thinking?
Don’t the executives for this chain of
three dozen hotels ever stay in one of
their own? Don’t they find their own
HVAC system annoying? (Or do the
staff at every hotel know the desires
of every executive so that, when one
arrives, his or her room is at precisely
the desired temperature?)

A business has numerous ways to
discover the reality of its products
and services. The “secret shopper”

has a long tradition: Employ people to
buy a product or use a service and
report back on a host of dimensions: 
Does the shower have a soap dish? Is
the HVAC system easy to use?

And, of course, a firm’s executives
can use their own products and ser-
vices. If, however, a problem is very
serious but quite rare, an executive
may never encounter it personally.

This, I assume, was the case for
the executives at General Motors.
When the defective ignition switch
started turning off Chevy Cobalts
while they were running, no GM exec-
utive experienced this problem. At
least, however, GM executives do
drive GM cars, though most may
never drive a Cobalt.

The same cannot be said of most
public executives. A police chief can-
not experience what it is like to deal
with a hassling cop or an incompetent
detective. A director of a state child-
protection agency cannot experience
what it is like for a child to have a
case worker ignore the signs of mom’s
abusive boyfriend.   

The Secretary of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs cannot expe-
rience the delays that thousands of
veterans are having getting appoint-
ments. Neither can the deputy secre-
tary or an assistant secretary.

Most public executives cannot
personally sample their agency’s ser-
vices? For them, this is an important,
unique, and troubling problem.

There are, of course, indirect
mechanisms: a secret shopper; a
complaint form on a Web site; an
audit. None, however, are guaranteed
to ensure that the public executive
learns what is really going on. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, has
just been published by Brookings.

A police chief cannot experience
what it is like to deal with a has-
sling cop or an incomptent detec-
tive. A director of a state child-
protection agency cannot learn
what it is like for a child to have
a case worker ignore the signs of
mom’s abusive boyfriend.
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The Elusive Team Chemistry 

On August 25, 2011, the Boston
Red Sox had won 80 games and lost
only 50. If the team could maintain
that winning percentage of .615, it
would finish the season with 100
wins and make the playoffs.

Instead the Red Sox collapsed,
losing 22 of its last 32 games. The
team’s three top pitchers, it was later
reported, spent most games not in the
dugout but in the clubhouse eating
take-out chicken and drinking beer.
Terry Francona, the manager with
whom the team had won the 2004
and 2007 World Series, was fired.

In 2012, the Boston Red Sox were
worse. They won 69 games, but lost
93—for a winning percentage of .426.
The team hadn’t had such a poor
record since 1960, when they won
only .422 of their games. That was
before any of today’s baseball players
were even born.

In 2013, however, the Red Sox won
the World Series. “Worst to First” goes
the cliché.

What factor made the difference?
Or, to be precise, what factors made
the difference? After all, there is never
a single cause. And, there were many.

Quickly, Boston fired its manager,
the incendiary Bobby Valentine. His
“managerial style,” wrote one blogger,
was “obnoxious pomposity.” The Sox
replaced him with the ever calm,
always positive John Farrell.

Actually, during the 2012 season,
the Sox had already made big
changes. Boston traded three of its
big-salary stars whom it had acquired
precisely because of their excellent
statistics but who never got what Yogi
Berra called “the team thing.”

In Boston, this was not unusual.
The 1989 Sox were known as “25
guys and 25 cabs.” Steven Renko, a
pitcher, explained: “Some teams go
everywhere together. We get off the
plane and go to 25 separate cabs.”

Thus, on opening day in 2013, few
fans in Boston knew the new players.
They were familiar with Mike Napoli
and Shane Victorino. But Jonny

Gomes? Mike Carp? Ryan Dempster?
David Ross? Fans couldn’t even pro-
nounce Koji Uehara. None were su-
perstars. They were “character guys.”

Being a good club-house guy was
not, however, the number one crite-
rion. Talent was. The new players had
to be able to play major-league base-
ball. But, they also had to be able to
play in a major-league city. 

In Boston, the Bruins, the Celtics,
the Patriots, and the Red Sox are
serious business—everybody’s busi-
ness. When a hitter takes a called
third strike in the bottom of the
ninth, the citizens of Red Sox Nation
will offer advice—very personal, very
public advice.

When John Henry, who then
owned the Florida Marlins, bought
the Boston Red Sox, he discovered
that people recognized him on the
street. That never happened in Miami. 

Boston is different. In Miami, no
one cares. In Boston, everyone cares.

Thus, the Red Sox sought to com-
bine team talent with “team chem-
istry.” “It has to start with talent,”
said Ben Cherington, the team’s gen-
eral manager. But he was also “trying
to get as many guys on the team that
would embrace playing in Boston.” 

And they did—individually and
collectively. They grew beards, and
their motto became “Fear the Beards.”
And after the bombing at the finish
line of the Boston Marathon, the team
became one of the symbols of “Boston
Strong”—from the first game after the
city’s lockdown to the victory parade.

Yet, not everyone believes in team

chemistry. As the 2013 season began,
Boston’s most read sports columnist,
Dan Shaughnessy, argued that
“chemistry in a baseball clubhouse is
way overrated.”

Yet if chemistry is overrated, talent
is overrated too. If only talent count-
ed, the 2012 Red Sox would never
have finished in last place.

Still, what is this team chemistry?
How does it work? And, even more
importantly, how do you create it? 

After all, the Sabermetricians have
yet to develop a formula to measure
it, although Michael Schrage of MIT
writes that “quantifying chemistry”
has become “the new Holy Grail of
sports analytics.”

But are these data wonks seeking
to measure a team’s “teamness” or
how one player improves the perform-
ance of the others? Then, once a team
has such data, how do they use it to
achieve their objectives?

Five years ago, Michael Lewis, the
author of Moneyball about the use of
data in baseball, wrote an article
about “The No-Stats All-Star.” That
would be Shane Battier, who in 13
years and nearly 1,000 games for four
NBA teams has averaged 8.6 points
per game. What player lasts 13 years
while averaging less than 10 points?

Lewis explains: “Battier’s game is a
weird combination of obvious weak-
nesses and nearly invisible strengths.
When he is on the court, his team-
mates get better, often a lot better,
and his opponents get worse—often a
lot worse.”

Shane Battier is the ultimate team
player. He creates the elusive team
chemistry. Yet, no team or player has
figured out how to replicate him. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, will be
published by Brookings in June.

If team chemistry is overrated,
talent is overrated too. If only
talent counted, the 2012 Red Sox
would never have finished in last
place. Still, what is this team
chemistry? How does it work?
And even more importantly, how
does a team create it?
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Resisting the Sirens of Micromanagement  

In Britain, it’s labeled as the Sand-
hurst Test. In the United States, it
has been called the second-lieutenant
promotion test. This test is based on
one specific problem:

You are a second lieutenant.
Your platoon consists of a ser-
geant and a dozen privates.
You have three twelve-foot
poles, 300 feet of rope, five
stakes, a shovel, a knife, two
clips, and a flag. Your task:
Put up the flag.

This is an engineering and an orga-
nization problem. What is the proper
way to lash the three poles together?
What is the proper way to secure the
poles? What is the proper way to
organize the platoon to get it done?

This task can take a lot of think-
ing. And, yet, the official answer to
the problem is quite simple. The job of
the second lieutenant is to say:

“Sergeant. Put up the flag.”
These five words are then followed by
an exchange of snappy salutes.

How can this be the right answer?
For three reasons: The purpose is
clear; the necessary resources are
available; and the sergeant couldn’t
have advanced up the ranks from
private without having acquired the
necessary engineering and organiza-
tional skills.

The second lieutenant is tempted,
of course, to figure out precisely what
should be done—down to how to tie
the knot that will attach the flag clips
to the rope. After all, this officer is the
smartest guy in the platoon. By defi-
nition. This lieutenant has the high-
est rank, commanding a salute from
everyone else.

Thus, the lieutenant is in charge,
with the responsibility to make sure
that the flag pole gets put up cor-
rectly. This lieutenant is the person—
Frederick Winslow Taylor made this
clear a century ago—who is tasked
with figuring out the “one best way”
to put up the flag pole. The rest of the
platoon is dependent on the lieuten-
ant’s wisdom to make sure that the

flag pole gets put up correctly.
But who says there is just one best

way to put up a flag pole—and thus
the flag? Maybe there are several,
equally good ways.

And what would it mean to say
that this flag pole is better than an-
other. The flag pole has to support
the flag, and stay up in the current
weather. That’s it.

Maybe there does exist one best
knot for securing the clips to the
rope. But I bet that there can be a
debate about this. Indeed, I bet differ-
ent sergeants have different favorite
knots. But does the lieutenant care
whether the sergeant uses an alpine
butterfly loop or a lark’s head?

All the lieutenant cares about is
whether the knot holds. If it holds,
it’s a good knot. If it doesn’t, the knot
is useless.

The flagpole test examines a lieuten-
ant’s proclivity for micromanagement.
This is a natural, inherent, human
propensity especially for people who
believe that they are the smartest guy
in the room. After all, if you are the
smartest guy, you have a moral obli-
gation (or so it would seem) to
micromanage everybody else. Other-
wise, things will get done badly—or,
at least, sub-optimally.

There is, however, a downside to
micromanagement. It saps motivation
and undermines morale. Who wants
to work hard to prove the boss’s idea
was brilliant? Few of us. But we are
quite prepared to work very hard to
prove that our own ideas are both
smart and effective.

Furthermore, micromanagement
drives away talented people who are
looking for an opportunity to make
real use of their knowledge and skills.

Yet, if the purpose is clear—if ev-
eryone understands what it means to
put up the flag—it makes little differ-
ence how they achieve that purpose.

The young Al Gore, the future vice
president, grew up in Washington
where his father, Al Gore, Sr., was a
member of the United States Senate.
As a child, reported David Maraniss
in The Washington Post, the young
Gore “sat, awe-struck, in a Senate
hearing room and watched his fa-
ther’s committee mark up the inter-
state highway bill, voting on how wide
the lanes should be and what color to
make the road signs.”

Bizarre. Why did members of the
U.S. Senate think they were the best
qualified to determine the width of the
lanes let alone the color of the signs?
Answer: Because they were the
smartest guys in the room—indeed,
the smartest guys in Washington.
Moreover, they knew it. After all, they
had the highest rank.

Yet when it comes to the technical
judgments about highway-lane width
or road-sign color, U.S. senators cer-
tainly possess less expertise than a
green lieutenant has when it comes to
the less technical task of putting up a
flag pole.

The sirens of micromanagement
are hard to resist. Public executives
need to find some way to tie them-
selves to Ulysses’ mast. Actually—
given that the micromanagement
sirens sing no music let alone alluring
music—public executives should sim-
ply stuff wax in their ears. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, will be
published by Brookings in May.

The flagpole test examines the
lieutenant’s proclivity for micro-
management. People who believe
that they are the smartest guy in
the room naturally take charge—
complete charge. In the process
they undermine everyone’s moti-
vation and morale.
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Big Data and Small Data, plus Data Thinking  

Big Data is big. Really BIG. Indeed,
the definition from the McKinsey
Global Institute, which coined the
phrase “Big Data,” is “datasets whose
size is beyond the ability of typical
database software tools to capture,
manage, and analyze.” Big Data is so
big that your organization (almost by
definition) cannot cope with it.

If, however, your organization does
have Big Software, it might be able to
mine some “Big Data” for some ana-
lytical nuggets. Such data mining, to
again quote from McKinsey, is “a set
of techniques to extract patterns from
large datasets by combining methods
from statistics and machine learning
with database management.”

But what kind of patterns might
your organization seek to extract? If
you are looking for crime patterns in
your city, you don’t start with sophis-
ticated software. For policing, as
CompStat illustrated, an excellent
first-order analytical tool is dots on a
map. When the data are presented
this way, you don’t need a degree in
statistics to interpret them.

About a decade ago, I was at a
party with a bunch of young quants.
They were getting (or had already
gotten) their Ph.D.’s from MIT or Har-
vard in some quantitative discipline.
One of these Ph.D.’s had deserted his
intellectual field to work for a super-
market chain. He was charged with
mining all of the chain’s data on sales
and product placement to determine
where in its stores to display which
products. For example, which ones
should be given those priority spaces
at the end of which aisle? To answer
this question, the chain had lots of
data and lots of computers.

I confess that I thought this ana-
lytical task had a very low “meaning
quotient.” I long ago figured out that
every grocery store puts the milk at
the very back. Everyone needs milk.
Indeed, some people come into the
store for the single purpose of buying
milk. And, if in doing so, they walk
past cookies or soup they might make

an impulse purchase.
But notice: For this chains effort to

mine its Big Data, it had already de-
fined its Big Question.

But how do we go mining for some-
thing that we don’t know is there? For
something that we may not know
exists? Before people go data mining,
they have to do serious data thinking.

During World War II, the Allies
were analyzing the bullet-hole data
from bombers returning from mis-
sions over continental Europe. The
analysts were not, however, randomly
mining the data. They were trying to
answer a specific question: How could
they improve these planes’ survivabil-
ity? What parts of the aircraft should
they reinforce with armor?

All of the analysts observed where
the planes had been hit: primarily on
the wings and the tail. So they recom-
mended reinforcing these sections.
Like Sherlock Holmes’s Watson, they
could see, but they did not observe.

One statistician, however, dis-
sented. Abraham Wald observed that
the data came only from the planes
that returned. These were not, how-
ever, the only planes that took off.
Some had failed to return. Why?

Wald was the Sherlock Holmes of
this analytical team. He noted that
the returning planes did not have
many bullet holes in the engines or
core fuselage. Assuming that the Axis
artillery wasn’t very accurate—that
their hits on Allied airplanes were
essentially random—Wald reasoned
that the planes that failed to return
were the ones that had been hit in the

fuselage and engines.
Yes. Wald was “mining” the data.

But to do that intelligently, he first
had to think. And once he had done
his thinking, he didn’t need a big
computer to mine big data. For the
important data were not the locations
of the holes that were captured in
some big data set. The key data were
where the holes “that didn’t bark.”

As is almost always the case: Data
thinking is much more important
than data mining. And such thinking
always starts with purpose: What are
we trying to accomplish? Sell cookies
and soup? Save planes and pilots?

Often, data thinking starts with
small data. What patterns do we ob-
serve in a few data points? What pat-
terns might we observe if we add
more data? What did we learn from
the few data points? What might we
learn if we looked at different data?

What is a big number? A small
number? Some short division with a
few data points may be revealing.
Simple, yet analytical, data thinking
can reveal the size of the problem. Or
the nature of the problem. Simple, yet
analytical, thinking can suggest in
what mine to look for what ore.

The supermarket chains are lucky.
They know precisely what they want
to accomplish. They have been pursu-
ing this objective for a long time. They
have accumulated lots of data. And
they have people who have been
thinking about these data. Thus, they
know what questions their mining of
their big data might answer.

Before you go mining big data, you
have to think analytically with some
small data. It’s data thinking that can
prove to be really big. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, will be
published by Brookings in May.

How can data analysts go data
mining if they don’t know what
ore they seek or in what mine
they might find it? Only if they
can locate a mine containing big
nuggets of relevant data can they
employ an analytical borer to
extract useful knowledge.
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CDC’s “Winnable Battles” Strategy  

Everyone wants to jump to the top
of the performance mountain. Citi-
zens expect nothing less from their
government. And every self-respecting
public executive wants to improve
performance not in incremental steps
but by quantum leaps.

In reality, of course, no organiza-
tion can jump to the top of the perfor-
mance mountain. Just ask executives
at the U.S. Public Health Service and
Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention. It’s now fifty years since
Luther Terry, the 1964 U.S. Surgeon
General, released his famous report
on Smoking and Health, now simply
known as the “Surgeon General’s
Report on Smoking.” That was when
we first learned that smoking was bad
for you.

Not really. Thirty-five years earlier,
Hugh Cumming, the Surgeon General
then, said smoking was bad for
women though not necessarily for
men. Cumming, himself, smoked. So
did many doctors and athletes,
though coaches told their charges
that smoking cut their wind.

Others, of course, asserted the
opposite. In the 1930s, in a series of
advertisements, famous athetes—
including tennis star Bill Tilden and
Lou Gehrig, the “Iron Horse” who
played 2130 straight games at first
base for the New York Yankees—
proclaimed that “Camels don’t get
your Wind.” Other cigarettes may cut
your wind. But not Camels.

Still, everyone “knew.” Their behav-
ior, however, contradicted their know-
ledge. In 1965, a year after the “Sur-
geon General’s Report on Smoking,”
annual adult consumption of ciga-
rettes in the United States peaked at
4,259. That’s 12 cigarettes per day for
every person over 18.

Since then, the trend has been
down. By 2011, annual U.S. cigarette
consumption had declined to 1,232
per adult—a drop of 70 percent in
less than half a century.

Not bad. Then again, not great. It
certainly had not gone to zero.

Moreover, in the previous decade,
per-capita use of non-cigarette com-
bustible tobacco (primarily pipes and
cigars) more than doubled.

Again, not great. Despite all of the
evidence about the evils of smoking—
about the personal consequences of
smoking—it has not gone to zero.

What is the Centers for Disease
Control doing about this?

Sensibly, it is not trying to jump to
the top of this performance mountain
(or, if you prefer a different metaphor,
to dive to the bottom of this Mariana
Trench). Yes, we would be all better
off—even those of us who have never
smoked—if cigarette consumption
went to zero. After all, it would cut
the costs of health insurance and
reduce taxes for Medicare and
Medicaid.

Still, the Centers for Disease Con-
trol does not pretend that it has the
ability to cut cigarette consumption to
zero in 2014. Or in 2015. Or in . . .

CDC does, however, have thirty
very specific performance targets for
2020. One of them is to reduce ciga-
rette smoking by adults from 20.6%
in 2008 to 12.0%. Another is to re-
duce the proportion of children aged
3 to 11 years exposed to secondhand
smoke from the 2005-2008 baseline
of 52.2% to 47%.

Wait, you might say: CDC’s target
for little kiddies is to cut their expo-
sure to secondhand smoke by only
five percentage points? To just 47%?
That’s still almost half of these kids.

Yes, you, I, and every CDC execu-
tive think the number of children

exposed to secondhand smoke should
be zero. The CDC leadership team
cannot, however, afford to engage in
Jiminy Cricket, when-you-wish-upon-
a-star management.

The Centers for Disease Control
has to be realistic. That’s why CDC
executives have created a collection of
thirty “Winnable Battles”— public
health priorities for which CDC and
other public-health professionals can
achieve a measurable impact quickly.

CDC has also established several
Winnable Battles for food safety. One
is to reduce the incidence of Salmo-
nella infections. From a 2006-2008
baseline of 15 cases per 100,000 pop-
ulation, CDC wants to cut the rate to
13 in 2015 and then to 11.4 by 2020.

Unfortunately, in 2010, the rate
jumped to over 17. And it hovered
near 16 in 2011 and 2012.  CDC and
its collaborators will win this battle
only with a lot of effort.

CDC also wants to cut the rate of
births among adolescent females
(ages 15-19). The baseline is the 37.9
births per 1000 females ages 15  to
19 in 2009.  The 2015 target is a 20%
reduction to 30.3.

This battle might be easier to win.
After all the rate was over 40 in 2007
and has been declining steadily since
them.  Indeed, in recent years, it has
been hovering near 30.

For each Winnable Battle, CDC has
an overarching purpose, a set of spe-
cific targets, and a way track and
measure its progress.

It would be wonderful if anything
that a public executive desired would
indeed come true. Until then, all pub-
lic executives need to define their own
Winnable Battles.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book,
The PerformanceStat Potential, will be
published by Brookings in May.

The executives at the Centers for
Disease Control cannot engage in
Jiminy Cricket, when-you-wish-
upon-a-star management. That’s
why they have created their thir-
ty “Winnable Battles”—priorities
for which they can achieve a
quick, measurable impact.
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Which Comes First: Resources or Results?
Which came first: the chicken or

the egg? This age-old philosophical
conundrum troubled even Aristotle.
After all, the chicken could never
have existed without the egg. Yet, the
egg could never have existed without
the chicken. Which came first, in-
deed?

Of course, this not just a problem
for biological species. It has a variety
of modern equivalents. Which comes
first: electric cars or electric-car
charging stations?

How do you get people to build and
buy electric cars when there are no
places to recharge them? How do you
get people to build charging stations
for electric cars when there are no
electric cars that need to be charged?

Today’s public executives face their
own chicken-and-egg dilemma. Which
comes first: the resources or the re-
sults? After all, producing better re-
sults requires resources. Yet, who will
provide resources to an agency that
cannot demonstrate the ability to
produce better results?

Private-sector executives solve this
problem by raising capital. A fledgling
firm—with no sales; indeed, with
nothing yet to sell—can attract invest-
ment from venture capitalists on the
promise of future sales and thus fu-
ture profits.

Venture capitalists are, of course,
careful when they select a firm in
which to invest. Moreover, they are
not passive investors, but fully en-
gaged. Drawing on their experience
helping other firms bring their prod-
ucts to market, these investors help
the firms in which they invest. They
offer advice about everything from
product development to marketing.
Then, if they are satisfied with a
firm’s progress, these investors will
provide another infusion of capital. If
not, they will cut their loses

No venture-capital firm ever has a
perfect record. None ever expects to
have a perfect record. They accept
that a majority of their investments
will fail. But they aren’t looking just

for winners. They are looking for big
winners—a few winners whose profits
are so big that they more than com-
pensate for the firm’s many losses.

In the beginning, however, it isn’t
obvious which investments will be
losers, which will be winners, and
which will be the big winners. Produc-
ing a few big winners takes lots of
work and years of patience.

Unfortunately, few public agencies
have a funding source that is specu-
lative, helpful, and patient. Today,
some are able to attract such funding
from social impact bonds. The rest,
however, can’t go to the budget office
or the legislature’s finance committee
with a brilliant idea and expect to
earn anything more than a polite
thank you. (All sorts of people are,
however, happy to offer public execu-
tives lots of advice.)

As a result, many (most?) public
agencies are—compared with their
public purposes—quite undercapital-
ized. As Joseph Bower of the Harvard
Business School once observed: Strat-
egy in business is “the application of
massive resources to limited objec-
tives.” In contrast, strategy in govern-
ment is “the application of limited
resources to massive objectives.”

How might purpose-driven public
executives obtain the capital neces-
sary to make significant improve-
ments in performance? They can’t
improve performance without re-
sources. Yet, they can’t generate re-
sources without improving perfor-
mance. How can they resolve their
chicken-or-egg dilemma?

The answer is slowly. They have to
ratchet up performance by exploiting
their available resources. Only after
they have improved results by a sig-
nificant notch, can they seek more
resources.

After all, the electric-car dilemma
will be resolved only slowly. A in-
crease in the number of electric cars
induces an increase in the number of
charging stations. Meanwhile, an
increase in the number of charging
stations induces an increase in the
production and sales of electric cars.

The same is true for the perfor-
mance in government. A small in-
crease in results can earn an increase
in resources. Meanwhile, a small
increase in resources can be used to
produce an increase in results.

The initial increase in results need
not be small. Indeed, what is “small”
and what is “big”? Anyone who seeks
to evaluate a public agency’s perform-
ance does so by making a compari-
son. But with what?

Often, this comparison is with
expectations. The evaluator compares
the results that the agency actually
produced with the results that the
evaluator expected it would, could, or
might produce.

Thus, when public executives seek
to resolve their chicken-or-egg di-
lemma, they may find it beneficial to
help their evaluators compare their
meager expectations with the results
the agency did indeed produce.

Which comes first: the resources or
the results? Public executives can
actually solve this dilemma. To do so,
however, they will have to be patient
as they ratchet up performance one
step at a time.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book
on The PerformanceStat Potential will
be published by Brookings in 2014.

Business pursues tight purposes
with huge resources. Govern-
ment pursues huge purposes
with tight resources. To resolve
their which-comes-first dilemma,
(resources or results?) public
agencies must increase results
by exploiting existing resources.
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Measurement, Management, and Leadership  

Too many academics and public
executives use the phrases “perfor-
mance measurement” and “perfor-
mance management” interchangeably.
The impression they leave—and it
may even be the impression that they
intend—is: If an executive gets the
measurement right, he or she has
simultaneously done the necessary
management.

They never say this explicitly, of
course. Still, when they use these two
phrases so loosely, they are certainly
suggesting that “performance mea-
surement” and “performance manage-
ment” are the very same thing.

There is, however, a significant
difference between doing the mea-
surement and doing the management.
Furthermore, there is also an impor-
tant difference between doing the
management tasks and exercising
real performance leadership. These
differences are reflected in the opera-
tional questions that each ask:

For performance measurement, the
operational question is: How can
we measure what we are doing?

For performance management, the
operational question is: What are
our more significant “perfor-
mance deficits,” and what is our
strategy for eliminating or miti-
gating a few of the most impor-
tant ones?

For performance leadership, the
operational question is: How do
we motivate everyone in our
organization—and our collabora-
tors, too —to pursue our strategy
with intelligence, creativity, and
persistence, and  thus to elimi-
nate these few important perfor-
mance deficits?

Performance measurement tells the
executive how well his or her
organization is doing—provided that
this executive is collecting data that
actually contain some relevant and
useful information.

Unfortunately, these measures do

not automatically reveal what the
executive—and the organization—
needs to do next.

On some measures, performance
may look pretty good. On other mea-
sures, it may look less than adequate.
Now what? How can the organization
improve performance? What should
the organization do to improve perfor-
mance? And who should do it?

This leads to the management
question. Before deciding who should
do what next, the executive first
needs to conduct the analysis neces-
sary to identify the organization’s key
performance deficits.

Every organization has perfor-
mance deficits, multiple performance
deficits. These are places along its
value chain—from inputs, to pro-
cesses, to outputs, to outcomes—
where it is not doing an adequate job.

For a school, a performance deficit
might be an input: The school’s
teachers don’t have the necessary
substantive knowledge. Or it might be

a core process: The school is employ-
ing an inappropriate curriculum. Or
an important performance deficit
might be a key output: Although the
students appear to have mastered the
essential curriculum, they can’t cope
with the stress of the high-stakes,
graduation tests.

There are lots of possibilities. The
managerial task is to analyze the data
to identify the most significant perfor-
mance deficits, to select a few on
which the organization should focus,
and to develop a strategy for eliminat-
ing (or, at least, mitigating) them.

Superficially, this looks like an
analytical chore. Ask the data wonks
to chose the deficits and a relevant
strategy. In fact, however, this is a
leadership responsibility. 

Yes: to identify important perfor-
mance deficits, the executive needs
the analysts to help survey the data.
On which ones, however, should the
organization focus? This is rarely
obvious. Indeed, this decision is a
leadership task, for it depends not
only on the problems the organization
faces. The choice of a strategy also
depends upon the organization’s ca-
pabilities and its confidence.

Which of these performance defi-
cits does the organization have the
operational capacity to tackle? Which
of these deficits does it believe it can
successfully eliminate? The answers
are not to be found in the perfor-
mance measures. These are strictly
judgments—leadership judgments.

Having developed a strategy, how-
ever, the executive is not finished.
Now, the executive’s leadership team
has to motivate the organization to
implement the strategy with intelli-
gence, dedication, and creativity.

To do so, they have to set targets
for eliminating the deficits and to
create friendly competition along with
some esteem opportunities. They need
to establish feedback loops so that
everyone can learn what is working,
what isn’t, and what needs to be
changed. And they have to identify
what is working in other—even dissi-
milar—situations, and learn from
them too.

Unless the executive exercises this
kind of real leadership, performance
will not improve.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book
on The PerformanceStat Potential will
be published by Brookings in 2014.

Performance measurement is not
the same as performance man-
agement. And neither is the same
as performance leadership. For
the operational questions about
measurement, management, and
leadership that public executives
must answer are quite different.
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Across-the-Board Cuts Punish the Efficient
When a government finds it neces-

sary, expedient, or desirable to cut
the budget, it also finds across-the-
board cuts to be very attractive. As
the Goverment Finance Officers Asso-
ciation observes, “equal cuts to all
areas are often perceived as ‘fair.’ ”

This argument—that across-the-
board cuts are “fair”—has to be based
on a conviction that the current allo-
cation of revenues is also “fair.” And
although the current budget alloca-
tions may be politically expedient
—maybe even politically brilliant—
they aren’t necessarily “fair.”

Not that the GFOA thinks across-
the-board cuts are a good idea. As it
observes, they “are often the symptom
of a budget process that does not
provide a good means for precisely
targeted reductions in spending.”

Still, across-the-board cuts are
both politically and intellectually
attractive. They require little thinking.
Pick the percent to be cut and apply it
to every program and agency. No
complications. No migraines.

Still, a legislative history of across-
the-board cuts creates some obvious
incentives for agency managers. After
all, revenue increases will be followed
by revenue decreases. Not quite with
the same repetitive precision as the
rising and setting of the sun, but the
business cycle isn’t a mirage.

Thus, public managers eventually
figure out two things: (1) Sometime in
the future, their budget will be cut.
(2) This cut will be by some arbitrary
amount that is connected neither to
their agency’s public purpose nor to
their effectiveness or efficiency in
achieving this purpose. 

Once they figure this out, what will
they do? They can’t take out insur-
ance, so they will do the next best
thing. They will invent ways to hide in
their budget some unnecessary funds:
funds that support activities they
don’t really need to achieve their pur-
pose; funds that they can sacrifice in
response to future—and inevitable—
across-the-board cuts.

Legislative laziness in across-the-
board budget cutting inspires mana-
gerial ingenuity. Across-the-board
budget cuts do little to encourage
efficiency. In fact, they do precisely
the opposite. For if managers know
that they will eventually be faced with
a mindless, across-the-board budget
cut, they will invent tactics to insu-
late them from its impact.

This is not exclusively a govern-
ment problem. It is a large-organiza-
tion problem. If those who allocate
the budget fail to determine which 
subunits are effective and efficient
and which are not, they have no basis
(other than a superficial call to “fair-
ness”) on which to allocate budget
decrements (or, indeed, any incre-
ments).

The problem with across-the-board
budget cuts is not that they are un-
fair. For every possible budget cut,
there exists an argument for it being,
somehow, unfair to someone. The
problem with across-the-board budget
cuts is that they penalize the efficient.

Even worse, across-the-board bud-
get cuts reward the inefficient—both
those who are incompetently ineffi-
cient and those who are cunningly so.
Yet, legislators seem incapable of
rewarding efficiency.

A decade ago, U.S. Representative
Dan Burton chaired the House Com-
mittee on Government Reform. At one
hearing, he recalled the time, as a
member of the Indiana legislature, he
overheard one state manager tell
another: “We have only got, what, two
months left in the fiscal year. And if

we don’t spend the money we have
got, we are not going to be able to ask
for an increase in the next appropria-
tion.”

Naturally, Burton was incensed: “I
would like to figure out some way to
give monetary rewards for people in
government to come up with ways to
streamline and create economies.” Yet
the standard legislative practice of
taking back any agency’s savings
directly encourages the spend-it-or-
lose-it attitude that Burton abhorred.

Still, any legislature can offer pub-
lic agencies a rather obvious “mon-
etary reward”: Let every agency keep
some of its savings.

This is not a completely delusional 
concept. A number of municipalities
in the U.S.—primarily, I think, those
with a city-manager form of govern-
ment—have a provision for carry-over
savings.

An agency does not necessarily get
to keep all of its savings. A portion of
an agency’s savings may be directed
to a specific purpose, such as schools,
with the agency carrying over the
rest.

Also, the agency cannot necessarily
spend its carry-over funds on any-
thing it wants. It is usually prohibited
from using these funds to expand
activities that might somehow imply a
commitment to future expenditures.
Instead, the agency is limited to using
the funds for one-time expenditures
—for example, new IT equipment or
employee training.

Even with such limitations, the
reward for saving can be significant.
It simply requires the legislature to
give up its propensity for micro-man-
aging every agency’s budget.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book
on The PerformanceStat Potential will
be published by Brookings in 2014.

The problem with across-the-
board budget cuts is not that
they are unfair. For every possi-
ble budget cut, there exists a
plausible arguement that it is
unfair to someone. The problem
with budget cuts is that they
punish efficient public agencies.
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Washington State’s “Target Zero”  

In 1999, 631 people died from
traffic accidents in the state of Wash-
ington. In 2000, Washington’s Traffic
Safety Commission set “Target Zero”:
zero traffic fatalities by 2030.

Washington was not, however, in a
crisis. In 1996, fatalities had jumped
to 712. Yet, over the next four years,
they had dropped by over 10%. Dur-
ing the previous two decades, fatali-
ties had declined at the rate of nearly
10 deaths per year. If that trend con-
tinued, the state would get to zero
deaths in 2060. Not bad.

Indeed, many states might envy
Washington. In 2000, it had 1.17
fatalities per 100 million vehicle miles
traveled. The U.S. rate was 1.53.

Still, the state could never elimi-
nate fatalities by 2030 by simply
working a little harder and a little
smarter. To achieve its new, stretch
target, it had to invent new strategies,
new incentives, new collaborations,
new ways of achieving this purpose.

Through its analysis, the Traffic
Safety Commission identified twelve
different performance deficits on
which to focus: from impaired drivers,

to drivers and passengers not using
appropriate safety restraints. For
each, it created multiple strategies.

Also, the Commission and its key
collaborators—the State Patrol (WSP)
and the Department of Transportation
(WSDOT)—didn’t just set a target for
2030. They created a series of bien-
nial targets.  For example, the current
target for 2017 is 309. (See chart.)

Thus, Target Zero doesn’t inflict all
of the accountability on those who
will be in office in 2030. Every two
years, citizens can see how well their
public executives are doing.

The Commission, the State Patrol,
and WSDOT are not trying to do this
alone. By 2007, when they released
an update of Target Zero, they had re-
cruited nearly 50 partners: 22 state
agencies, ten community, local, and
regional organizations, two tribal
nations, five federal agencies, and
eight private organizations.

For each performance deficit, these
collaborators identified multiple strat-
egies. To reduce impaired driving, the
2007 plan specified expanding judi-
cial and prosecutorial education on

DUI, and including tribal police in
drug recognition training. For unre-
strained drivers and passengers, their
plan included conducting high-profile
“child restraint inspection” events.

This past August, the Commission
released a draft of its 2013 plan for
Target Zero. It pointed to significant
decreases in fatalities for young driv-
ers, and for drivers and passengers
without safety restraints, but not for
pedestrians and motorcyclists.

Significantly, for 2009-2011, im-
paired drivers were involved in half of
the accidents with fatalities. This is
now the plan’s very top priority. Thus,
for 2017, the target for these fatalities
is 152—nearly half of 2002's 295.
Among the strategies for this target,
WSP has created Target Zero Teams
working in three counties when lots of
impaired drivers are on the road.

Washington calls Target Zero “am-
bitious” yet “doable.” Yet, it didn’t try
to get to zero instantly. Rather, it
chose to ratchet up performance—
setting interim targets, creating strat-
egies to achieve them, learning, and
using this knowledge to develop new
strategies. Then, the collaborators use
each new level of success to energize
and motivate their colleagues.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book
on The PerformanceStat Potential will
be published by Brookings in 2014.
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Target Zero does not try to get to
zero highway fatalities instantly.
Instead, it seeks to ratchet up
performance. Nor does it inflict
accountability on those who will
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citizens can guage progress.  
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The Challenge of Cutback Budgeting  

Half-a-century ago, the late, great
Aaron Wildavsky explained to us that
budgeting is essentially incremental.
In The Politics of the Budgetary Pro-
cess, Wildavsky described how public
officials—from both the legislative and
executive branches—make their deci-
sions about next year’s budget: They
simply take this year’s budget as the
base—as a given—and add to it some
increment to cover both inflation and
new initiatives.

Wildavsky’s explanation of the
budgetary process was not merely
predictive, though it certainly permit-
ted observers (and participants too) to
estimate what would happen next
year and in future years as well. It
also had a lot of prescriptive appeal: It

gave agency managers, budgeteers,
and legislators a way to simplify and
rationalize their procedures for creat-
ing next year’s budget. It permitted
budget bureaus and appropriations
committees to decentralize the pro-
cess—each agency got its own incre-
ment—eliminating inter-agency and
inter-jurisdictional squabbling. Few
got everything they wanted; everyone,
however, got something.

Today’s reality is, of course, quite
different. There are few increments to
be allocated. There are mostly decre-
ments to be imposed. The routine,
consensual process has been replaced
by a chaotic, contentious one. Today,
the budgetary process makes no one
happy; instead it just makes almost

everyone livid and resentful. Those
who believe government spending is
too high still have their favorite pro-
grams that they wish to protect.

To paraphrase Senator Russell
Long (long the chairman of the U.S.
Senate Finance Committee), everyone
offers the same advice: “Don’t cut
you, don’t cut me, cut that fellow
behind the tree.”

With incremental budgeting, it is
relatively easy to create a stable coali-
tion around a specific set of incre-
ments. Who, however, benefits from
joining a budget-cutting coalition?
Publicly agreeing to support cuts in
your favorite program brings nothing
but abuse from constituents.

The differences between incremen-
tal and decremental budgeting are
many and consequential. (See table.)
Most significantly, because cutback
budgeting cannot be decentralized, it
requires active leadership.

It helps to have an overarching
purpose—such as saving the econ-
omy. Even then, few will volunteer to
be the first to join the coalition. And
many will benefit from never joining.

The rewards for cutback leadership
are few, while the political punish-
ment can be severe.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” His book
on The PerformanceStat Potential will
be published by Brookings in 2014.
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The Qualitative Differences
Between Incremental and Decremental Budgeting

Incremental Budgeting Decremental Budgeting

Is decentralized. Is centralized.

Permits substantive decisions to
be made in a fragmented
manner.

Requires all substantive
decisions to be put into a
comprehensive package.

Focuses only on the increment;
the base need not be examined.

Requires a reexamination of the
entire budget.

Is routine and consensual. Is chaotic and conflict-laden.

Involves negotiations and
accommodation, based on
mutual respect.

Requires confrontation and
coercion, and generates mistrust.

Can be delegated to specialists
and is mostly invisible.

Provokes political engagement
and is very visible.

Appears to be merely distributive. Is clearly redistributive.

Is historical, annual, repetitive,
and predictable.

Is precedent-breaking, multiyear,
erratic, and unpredictable.

Is rewarding (for there is credit to
be shared), creates stable
coalitions, and thus is automatic.

Is painful (for there is only blame
to be absorbed), involves
unstable coalitions, and thus
requires active leadership.

Source: Behn, “Cutback Budgeting,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management

Budgeting today makes everyone
angry. For the routine, consen-
sual process of incremental bud-
geting has been replaced by the
chaotic, contentious conflicts
imposed by decremental budget-
ing. Cutback budgeting isn’t
easy. And it isn’t much fun.
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Financial Budget and Time Budget  

Public executives can’t do every-
thing. They can’t do everything that
citizens want them to do. They can’t
do everything that their stakeholder
groups want them to do. They can’t
do everything that they, themselves,
want to do. They have to choose.

They have to choose on which
purposes, problems, and challenges
to focus and thus (if only implicitly)
which to ignore.

After all, all public executives are
constrained by their finances. They
can’t fully fund every program. They
don’t have the resources—the finan-
cial budget—to accomplish everything
that everyone would like.

Moreover, like all humans, public
executives face a second and even
more stringent constraint: They must
work within this most absolute and
unbendable resource limit. For every
human has exactly the same “time
budget”: 168 hours in every week.

This time budget is absolute, un-
bending, and unbendable. It can
never increase. Never! No public exec-
utive has ever figured out how to
increase his or her weekly time bud-
get to 169 hours.

Conversely, the time budget also
has an advantage. It can never be
cut. No interest group can mobilize a
constituency movement that will
(somehow) reduce an executive’s week
to 167 hours, though they can be a
big enough pain to force a reallocation
of the 168. Every week, every budget
executive is guaranteed 168 hours
(though some must allocate more of
these hours to sleep than do others).

In contrast, financial budgets go
up, and financial budgets go down.
They do this in response to the busi-
ness cycle. They also do this in re-
sponse to the political cycle. The time
budget, however, is immutable.

This time-budget constraint helps
explain why many PerformanceStats
—launched with so much fanfare and
promise—have withered and faded
away.

When creating his or her own

PerformanceStat leadership strategy
(and its associated performance tar-
gets), a public executive—whether an
elected mayor or governor or an ap-
pointed agency head—is investing a
lot of political capital. This executive
is making a public commitment to
improve performance, to produce
some specific results, to hit some
publicized performance targets. Hav-
ing made such a public commitment,
why would an executive abandon it?

Whenever an agency or jurisdiction
is thinking about developing its own
PerformanceStat, the leadership team
always wants to know how much it
will cost. The answer is pretty simple:
Financially, PerformanceStat is cheap.

Indeed, drawing up a financial
budget for the staff, the technology,
and the room is relatively straight-
forward. And although there may be
more uncertainty about the financial
cost of creating the necessary data
collection system, making this esti-
mate is still quite routine.

How much time, however, will it
take the leadership team to ensure
that its PerformanceStat strategy
does, indeed, improve performance
significantly and produce meaningful
results? Estimating this “cost” to the
leadership team’s time budget is
much more complicated, much more
uncertain, and much more likely to
be overlooked.

The leadership team can visit other
PerformanceStats and observe several
meetings. The team can chat with
agency managers, PerformanceStat
staffers, and the chief executive. Un-

less, however, they devote multiple
days to their site visit—unless they
spend the time necessary to observe
all of the behind-the-scene’s work
necessary to make the strategy effec-
tive—they will fail to appreciate how
much their PerformanceStat will cost
their time budget.

[Note the metaphor: “Spend time.”
We don’t “spend time” in the same
way that we “spend money.” And yet
we do. We all spend resources from
our time budget just as we spend
money from our financial budget.]

Specifically, unless the members of
the leadership team spend the time
necessary to understand what it takes
to make a PerformanceStat strategy
effective, they won’t comprehend—let
alone internalize—all of the prepara-
tion and follow-up work required to
make the meetings effective.

Thus, only after holding a series of
these meetings will the leadership
team finally appreciate how much the
strategy costs their time budget. It is
then that they begin to lose their
enthusiasm. 

First, they postpone and resched-
ule a meeting or two. Next, they
lengthen the time between meetings.
Then they cancel some meetings.
Eventually, they simply stop conduct-
ing the meetings.

Time budgets are completely unfor-
giving. They are not amenable to the
usual budgetary tricks. You can’t put
any time in the bank for withdrawal
next week. You can’t borrow any time
from a friend’s “time account.” Public
executives, like all humans have only
168 hours in their week. They, too,
have to think carefully about how to
allocate their time budget.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
finishing up a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

The time-budget constraint helps
explain why many Performance-
Stats—launched with so much
fanfare and promise—have faded
away. For to prepare for, con-
duct, and follow-up on the meet-
ings is a significant cost to the
leadership team’s time budget.
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Murphy’s Law and the Checklist Remedy  

As an undergraduate, I was taught
the reality of Murphy’s Law. Actually,
the verb “taught” isn’t quite correct. 
No instructor delivered a lecture on
Murphy and his law. No textbook
devoted even a sentence to it. So it
obviously was not on the exam. Nev-
ertheless, my undergraduate educa-
tion clearly taught me Murphy’s con-
crete reality. It wasn’t Murphy’s Theo-
rem. It was Murphy’s Law.

At Worcester Polytechnic Institute,
I majored in physics. Consequently,
three or four afternoons each week, I
went into a physics lab, or a chemis-
try lab, or an electrical engineering
lab to do an experiment. This would
not be a novel experiment. Thousands
of science and engineering students
had, over decades, done most of these
experiments before.

Yet, getting them to work correctly
was never easy. Murphy wasn’t there
alone. He had mobilized an army of
disablers. No matter in which labora-
tory I was working, Murphy’s minions
had set up permanent residence.

One would bump your apparatus
just at a critical moment. Another,
would ensure that you couldn’t read
the data.

Murphy’s Law states: “If anything
can go wrong it will.” And even in the
simplest lab experiment—even for
something that has worked thou-
sands of times before—Murphy will
find something—anything; it doesn’t
matter what—and make it go wrong.

Suppose there are just 25 different,
independent ways that an experiment
can go wrong. (Even though this is
obviously a rather simple experiment,
there still are many, many things that
can go wrong—from incorrectly cali-
brating the instruments to misplacing
a decimal point.) And suppose that for
each one, there is only a 3% chance
that it will go wrong. Then, the total
probability that all of these 25 things
goes correctly is 47 percent (0.97  =25

0.47). This means that there is less
than a 50 percent chance that this
simple lab experiment works.

No wonder it took me and my lab
partners so long to get those simple
experiments to work. Did we learn
Newton’s Laws of Motion? Or Ohm’s
Law of Electrical Currents? Or the
Ideal Gas Law? Perhaps. Did we ap-
preciate their relevance? Maybe.

There is no doubt, however, that
we all learned the operational signifi-
cance of Murphy’s Law. That we will
never forget. (This explains why I am
always skeptical when someone from
IT tells me that the latest fix “should
work.”)

Although Atul Gawande never says
so, behind The Checklist Manifesto
lurks Murphy. After all, the subtitle of
his book is How to Get Things Right.
And Gawande would not have written
an entire book about getting things
right if he didn’t recognize how easy it
is to get things wrong. Actually,
Gawande has also written about the
value of checklists for The New Yorker
and for The New England Journal of
Medicine.

Gawande never mentions Murphy.
(If you are a professor at Harvard
Medical School and a MacArthur
Foundation “genius,” you never rely
on proverbs.) Instead, he writes about
things “gone wrong,” about when
things “go wrong,” about “a thousand
ways that things can go wrong.”

Obviously, Gawande focuses on the
multiple things that can go wrong in
a hospital. We all know about “wrong-
side surgery,” when the patient is
supposed to have the right knee re-
placed, only to have the left knee
repaired beautifully but unnecessar-

ily. This, however, is only the most
publicized example.

Things also go wrong in all other
professions. Something goes wrong in
the construction of a building, and it
falls down. In fact, in the United
States, from 1989 through 2000, 207
buildings collapsed. Given the mil-
lions of buildings in the U.S., and
given the millions of ways that things
can go wrong when constructing a
building, this is a very small num-
ber—only 17 per year. For the people
who lived or worked in these build-
ings, however, it was more than
something gone wrong—it was some-
thing gone disastrously wrong.

Things can also go wrong—disast-
rously wrong—when flying an air-
plane. This prompted the invention of
the pilot’s checklist. Then, other pro-
fessions adapted the concept.

Gawande has been the leader in
getting surgical teams to employ a
checklist. Surgery is done by the
surgeon. Yet the success of the opera-
tion depends upon every member of
the team doing his or her part—and 
working effectively in concert with
everyone else.  That’s why two of the
items at the top of a surgical checklist
are: (a) every member of the team
introduces himself or herself by
name, and (b) the full team discusses
the case.

In a laboratory or in surgery, lots
of things can go wrong. For professio-
nals, the first challenge is to identify
things that can go wrong. Their sec-
ond challenge is to identify items to
put on the checklist—those steps
that, if taken, will reduce significantly
the chances of something going wrong
—going disastrously wrong.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
finishing up a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

When performing a college labo-
ratory experiment, operating in a
hospital surgery, constructing a
building, or flying an airplane,
Murphy is lurking. Thus profes-
sionals use a checklist of actions
to help reduce the probability of
something going wrong.
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There Is Never A Single Cause  

Do you know why only three people
died from the Boston Marathon
bombing? A visitor in my office noted
that, although the two bombs in-
stantly killed three people, of the
hundreds who were wounded by the
blasts, not a single one died. Why?

My visitor from Washington also
knew the answer: tourniquets. Those
who rushed to save the wounded
quickly recognized the need to stop
their bleeding, took off their belts or
shirts, and used them as tourniquets.

Of course, this explanation intro-
duces another one. While some people
immediately recognized the danger
and ran from the site of the bombs,
others ran towards them. These, obvi-
ously, were the people who applied
the tourniquets to the victims’ legs.

Of course, this introduces yet an-
other explanation. The reason that so
many victims had severe leg wounds
—for which tourniquets could stop
the bleedings—was because the
bombs were designed to project their
shrapnel towards people’s legs, not
their heads, or chests, or stomachs.

Of course, because the bombs,
which went off at 2:50 p.m., were
detonated near the Marathon’s finish
line, the wounded were near the med-
ical tent, which was staffed by M.D.s.
They, however, were not trauma spe-
cialists; they were prepared for blis-
ters, dehydration, hyperthermia, and
hyponatremia—not for people who
lost their legs.

Still, in the tent, John Anderson, a
medical coordinator but not an M.D.,
channeled the famous Battle of Brit-
ain poster, telling everyone: “Stay
calm and stay with your patients.”
Despite their own anxieties, they did.

Of course, the victims’ lives were
still in danger. And the medical staff
at the scene had to make hundreds of
triage decisions: Whose lives were in
danger? Who needed emergency sur-
gery? Who needed primarily to be
comforted?

Of course, the emergency trauma
care that the wounded really needed

was not available in the medical tent.
Those whose lives were in danger
needed a hospital. To that task rallied
Boston’s EMS staff, which—with the
assistance of many other first re-
sponders—got the first 90 patients to
Boston hospitals within 30 minutes.

Of course, they could not take
them all to the same hospital. Fortu-
nately, Boston has a lot of hospitals.
Fortunately, the EMS dispatchers
knew which of the 121 patients could
be best treated by which hospitals.

So 31 of the injured were delivered
to Massachusetts General Hospital,
23 to Boston Medical Center, 21 to
Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Cen-
ter, 18 to Tufts Medical Center, and
another 18 to St. Elizabeth’s Medical
Center. Ten Children were sent to
Boston Children’s Hospital.

Of course, television immediately
told all of Boston—including the hospi-
tals’ trauma staff—about the bomb-
ings. They knew what was coming to
their emergency room before they
were dispatched. And because nurs-
ing shifts change at 3:00 p.m., hospi-
tals could quickly double their nurs-
ing staff.

Thirty-five minutes after the bombs
went off, the first patient was in sur-
gery. In less than an hour, the ambu-
lances were back to regular service.

Of course, none of this happened
serendipitously. Boston had planned
for a large disaster. It had trained for
a large disaster. The city’s—indeed,
the region’s—leadership understood
that a large public event—a sporting
event, a holiday celebration—was an

obvious candidate for an attack. (Re-
portedly, the two alleged bombers had
originally planned to attack the Bost-
on Pops Orchestra’s Fourth of July
concert, which packs well over
200,000 people even more closely on
the Charles River Esplanade.)

Boston has sought to learn from
such disasters as the 2004 bombing
of the Madrid train, the 2005 bomb-
ing of the London subway, and the
2008 attacks in Mumbai. Indeed, in
May 2011 and again in November
2012, emergency personnel from the
nine municipalities in the Metro Bos-
ton Homeland Security Region plus
those from hospitals and the U.S.
Coast Guard engaged in two 24-hour
disaster simulations.

So, when the bombs went off at the
finish line, how did Boston coordinate
its response? “Everyone jumped into
gear and did their part,” was the an-
swer from the medical tent. “I mostly
let people do their jobs,” reported one
hospital’s incident commander.

“At FEMA we often stress that
there is no one agency or entity re-
sponsible for emergency response,”
noted Rich Serino after the Marathon
bombing. Concluded Serino, the dep-
uty administrator of the U.S. Federal
Emergency Management Agency and
the former head of the Boston EMS:
“It takes a ‘whole community’ of emer-
gency responders to prepare for disas-
ters and save lives.”

When something big goes right or
when something big goes wrong, there
is never one single cause. When big
things go wrong, it is because a lot of
things went wrong. When big things
go right, lots of things went right.

There is never a single cause. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Why did only three people die
from the Boston Marathon
bombing? Why did all of the vic-
tims who were wounded survive?
Don’t go looking for that single,
magical answer.  It doesn’t exist.
For every outcome—good or bad
—there is never a single cause. 
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Distinguishing Between Outliers & Harbingers  

At the beginning of September
2011, the record of the Boston Red
Sox baseball team—83 wins and 52
loses—was the best in the American
League. The statisticians at Cool-
Standings “calculated” that the team
had a better than 99 percent chance
of making the playoffs.

Yet, as all of New England remem-
bers, the Sox crashed and burned.
The team lost twenty of its last
twenty-seven games. Very bad. In
fact, Nate Silver, who writes the
FiveThirtyEight political calculus blog
for The New York Times suggested
that the “September Collapse of the
Red Sox Could Be Worst Ever.”

Yet, not only was September 2011
a disaster for the Red Sox. April 2012
was only slightly better; the team won
11 and lost 11. In May, the team won
15 and lost 14. Then things really
deteriorated. The Sox ended the 2012
season losing ten straight games for a
record of 69 wins and 93 loses. Very,
very bad.

Like Silver and the CoolStats guys,
John Henry, the Sox’s principal own-
er, is also a professional number
cruncher. He built his fortune trading
global commodity futures based on
sophisticated statistical formulas.

Still, that doesn’t mean that Henry
—the smart and rich quant guy—
knew how to interpret the data from
that September 2011 disaster. Like
everyone else in baseball, Henry oper-
ates with a lot of data—and not just
data on wins and losses. He has data
on every pitcher’s individual pitch; on
every batter’s individual swing (or
choice not to swing); on every ball hit
to left field with two outs in the bot-
tom of the eighth inning and a runner
on first; on every . . . .

From his abundance of data, John
Henry and his management team—
including more quant guys with a
director of “Baseball Information Ser-
vices”—could never figure out what to
do to make the team better in 2012.

This should not be particularly
surprising. Learning from data is not

necessarily easy. Interpreting the data
is inevitably difficult. Do the data
indicate some kind of significant
trend? Or is what looks like a major
change in direction with some real
significance actually just one more
brief blip in the data, little more than
another random fluctuation? It’s diffi-
cult to tell.

It’s even hard for the big-time
quant guys to tell. As the Red Sox
owner explained a year after the Sep-
tember 2011 collapse. “What ap-
peared to be an outlier month in Sep-
tember 2011 turned out to be a har-
binger instead.”

How do you distinguish an outlier
from a harbinger? The cute answer, of
course, is “in retrospect.” Some time
later—weeks, months, years, or

maybe decades later—it will be obvi-
ous to all. And the randomness in the
data, which will be reflected in the
randomness of the early prognostica-
tions, means that some can assert
that their prediction (a.k.a. guess)
was prescient. Looking backwards, it
is relatively easy to distinguish the
blips from the trends.

That, however, is a little late. You
want to act quickly on the trends,
while you ignore the blips. First, how-
ever, you have to distinguish between
them.

It may be a natural, human ten-
dency to dismiss a weird data point
as an outlier. After all, it is just one
data point. How can you predict a
trend from a single—and obviously
weird—piece of data. And yet, every
new trend has to start with a single

(usually small) change in the data.
So when confronted with that

weird data point, the key analytical
question is: What, besides the ran-
domness in the world, might explain
this datum? Does there exist the be-
ginning of a small, yet important
trend that this apparently random
blip may explain?

Of course, the Boston Red Sox did
not just have an outlier data point.
They had an outlier month. An entire
month of weird data. Yet, sometimes,
even an accumulation of data does
not look like a convincing harbinger.

Other times, a single data point is
interpreted as precisely that. The
September 11, 2001 attack on the
World Trade Center was interpreted
by many, wrote John Mueller of Ohio
State University a year later, as just
such a “harbinger.” These observers
were suggesting, he continued, that
“such extensive destruction to life and
property will become common even
routine.” Yet, he continued, the attack
“may turn out to have been a statisti-
cal outlier”—an aberration.

Unusual data, unprecedented data,
weird data—all suggest the need to
stop and think: Is this an outlier or a
harbinger?

Do the random fluctuations of the
world—or, perhaps, an alignment of
unusual circumstances and unique
capabilities—suggest that this is a
freakish, one-time outlier? Or are
their ways—yet to be identified ways
—in which these surprising data are
so different from existing trends that
they deserve to be investigated as a
harbinger?

This is a difficult distinction to
make. Just ask John Henry. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Learning from data is not neces-
sarily easy. Interpreting data is
inevitably difficult. Do the data
indicate some kind of trend? Or
is what looks like a big change
with some real significance little
more than another random fluc-
tuation? It’s difficult to tell.
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The Missing Feedback into most Logic Models  

Today, if you want to get a grant
from a government agency or a foun-
dation, you need a logic model. 

To the U.S. Bureau of Justice As-
sistance, “logic models specify rela-
tionships among program goals, ob-
jectives, activities, outputs, and out-
comes.” To the Urban Institute, “the
logic model provides a simplified de-
scription of the program, the intended
outputs, and the intended outcomes.”

The W. K. Kellogg Foundation de-
scribes a logic model as “a picture of
how your organization does its work—
the theory and assumptions underly-

ing the program.” It “links outcomes
(both short- and long-term) with pro-
gram activities/processes and the
theoretical assumptions/principles of
the program.”

Indeed, a logic model is a diagram
with boxes and arrows. And, although
they come in many forms, all illus-
trate a series of logical connections.
Inputs provide the resources for the
organization to carry out its activities
that then produce the organization’s
outputs. Finally, these outputs com-
bine with environmental conditions
and societal forces to (somehow) pro-
duce the desired outcomes.

Some logic models distinguish
among short-term, medium-term, and
long-term outcomes. Some include
impacts. Still, the basic framework is
clear: Inputs to Activities to Outputs
to Outcomes. It is as automatic as
Tinker to Evers to Chance.

Indeed, most logic diagrams are
quite linear. They seem to be based
on an industrial model of production.
Inputs provide resources for the man-
ufacturing facility to produce its out-
puts. Then, the consumers of these
outputs turn them into outcomes.

Unfortunately, even a manufactur-
ing process that has been carefully

refined by a total-quality-manage-
ment team occasionally experiences
some glitches. Murphy lurks every-
where. What the German Field Mar-
shall Helmuth von Moltke said about
war, “no plan survives contact with
the enemy,” applies to all human
endeavors. Even if the enemy is not
ready—even if there is no enemy—
Murphy is ready.

Yet most logic models fail to ac-
count for such glitches. Indeed, its
neat, linear logic fails to even contem-
plate the possibility of such glitches.

It’s like piloting a boat without a

compass, chart, or GPS. Without any
navigational instruments, you have to
rely on dead reckoning. To estimate
what you have accomplished and
thus to determine what you need to
do to get to your final destination, you
have to rely on your knowledge of
where you started, of what you have
done, and of the winds, tides, and
other outside forces. 

This guesstimation is subject to a
multitude of errors.

Any effort to accomplish anything
requires feedback. Consider the chal-
lenge of trying to heat your house
without a thermostat. When you are
cold, you turn the heat on. But when
do you turn it off? Ideally, before it
gets too hot. But when is that? After
ten minutes?  Ten hours? You could
hang a thermometer on the wall and

learn by trial and error whether (for
your particular house) you should
turn it off when the temperature hits
68º or 69º or 70º. Then, unfortun-
ately, whenever you turned on the
heat, you would need to keep watch-
ing the thermostat to be sure you
didn’t overshoot your target.

One of the frequently overlooked
features of the PerformanceStat lead-
ership strategy is its feedback. Any
PerformanceStat with a real potential
to improve performance possesses a
variety of feedback mechanisms.

Given that the purpose of Perfor-
manceStat is to produce results, the
organization needs a lot of data on
outcomes, outputs, and activities. It
needs data to compare each unit with
its own target and with other units
with the same responsibilities. These
data tell the organization how close it
is to achieving its purpose, and (after
some analysis and discussion at the
meetings) can suggest the adjust-
ments in inputs and activities the
organization needs to make.

Any logic model—any description of
operations that includes not only the
original theory of production but also
the mechanisms for continual ad-
justments—needs a variety of feed-
back loops. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free! 

 For the inside secrets about Driving Government Performance, go to:  http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport. 

Inputs 8 Activities 8 Outputs 8 Outcomes

7 Feedback

9

8

8 8

Inputs 8 Activities 8 Outputs 8 Outcomes

https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/pe4.htm
https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/pe4.htm
https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/pe4.htm
https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/pe4.htm
https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/documents/evaluation_strategies.html
https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/documents/evaluation_strategies.html
https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/documents/evaluation_strategies.html
https://www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/documents/evaluation_strategies.html
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://www.wkkf.org/~/media/36693510092544928c454b5778180d75/logicmodel.pdf
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/bbhtml/bb1.html
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/All%20Issues/Behn%20Chapter%20Outline-29.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/All%20Issues/Behn%20Chapter%20Outline-29.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/about/faculty-staff-directory/robert-behn
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/All%20Issues/Behn%20Chapter%20Outline.pdf
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport


  Bob
  Behn’s Performance Leadership Report
    An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,   

 and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On the advantage that all pubic executives have because of
Vol. 10, No. 6, February 2013

Copyright © 2013 by Robert D. Behn

The ‘Meaning’ Inherent in Government Work  

It’s official. “Meaning” matters. To
employees. And thus to performance.

How do I know? Because McKinsey
says so. In a recent issue of the
McKinsey Quarterly, two of the firm’s
consultants write about the necessity
of “Increasing the ‘meaning quotient’
of work.”

The authors report, “executives tell
us that they’re struggling to create
‘MQ’ ”— which is consultant speak for
“meaning quotient.” This MQ, they
explain, is “a sense among employees
that what they do really makes a
difference to themselves or others.”

Performance in the private sector
doesn’t just depend upon employees’
IQ, says McKinsey. It depends on
their emotional quotient (EQ).  And,
reports McKinsey, performance also
depends on MQ.

Naturally, McKinsey has a solution
for this problem: “Through a few sim-
ple techniques, executives can boost
workplace ‘MQ’ and inspire employees
to perform at their peak.” Interesting.
We don’t need to actually increase the
meaning of the work. Some “tech-
niques” will be enough. Not “plati-
tudes,” of course, but “tools.”

McKinsey’s consultants offer three
“specific, actionable techniques” that,
they argue, though counterintuitive
and overlooked, are still powerful.

Technique #1: Don’t just tell em-
ployees the company story about how
their work will improve the firm’s
industry position, status and bottom
line. 

Managers should also tell employ-
ees stories about four other impacts
of their work: how it will improve
society; how it will help customers;
how it will create camaraderie among
the members of their work team; and
how it will help their own personal or
professional development plus (of
course) their pay.

Technique #2: Give employees
discretion. Certainly, the chief execu-
tive should set the overall direction
and strategy for the firm. Still, man-
agers should let individuals and

teams figure out how best to accom-
plish their job, thus creating the ever
sought-after yet so elusive employee
ownership.

Technique #3: Motivate people not
just with pay for performance, but
also with surprise rewards. McKinsey
suggests small but symbolic tributes
that recognize achievements—not just
money but also intrinsic rewards.

During his first stint at Apple,
Steve Jobs was trying to recruit John
Sculley, then president of Pepsi, to
become Apple’s CEO. Jobs offered
Sculley a big salary. But Pepsi was
already paying him a bigger salary.
Jobs offered Sculley a car. Pepsi had
bigger cars. Jobs offered Sculley big
fringe benefits. Pepsi had bigger and
better benefits.

Jobs soon figured out that he was
going to lose this battle. Finally, Jobs
convinced Sculley to leave Pepsi for
Apple by asking him a simple ques-
tion: "Do you want to spend the rest
of your life selling sugar water or do
you want a chance to change the
world?” Scully got the difference and
decamped to Silicon Valley.

Sugar water? Maybe there are
some tools and techniques that can
increase the MQ of selling sugar wa-
ter. But no matter how many different
stories managers tell, the MQ of sell-
ing sugar water is never going to be
very impressive.

Public agencies don’t sell sugar
water. They are already in the busi-
ness of changing the world. As public
executives seek to improve perfor-
mance, they need to remind everyone

that their organization’s results have
real meaning for real people.

The meaning is already there. The
executive does not have to sugar-coat
it. It might be protecting vulnerable
children. It might be creating the
infrastructure that facilitates better
economic development and more
employment. It might be ensuring
that marketplace for financial securi-
ties, or for housing, or for employ-
ment is fair for all. It might be defend-
ing the country.

Such work is inherently meaning-
ful, though it would certainly help to
tell a few stories to remind both em-
ployees and citizens of this obvious
(but too often overlooked) fact.

One of McKinsey’s examples of
“small, unexpected rewards” that can
motivate people comes from the Aus-
tralia and New Zealand Banking
Group, whose CEO gave every em-
ployee a bottle of champagne for
Christmas. Obviously, the U.S. Gen-
eral Services Administration—indeed
any public agency—will not be able to
do anything close to that. Still public
executives can employ a variety of
intrinsic rewards and esteem oppor-
tunities to demonstrate that the ac-
complishments of individuals and
teams are appreciated.

The meaning of public-sector work
can overcome the entrance problem.
Government will hardly compete with
the private sector in terms of salaries,
or cars, or benefits. But it can easily
compete with meaning.

Indeed, it is the meaning behind
public sector work that provides the
foundation of what Jim Perry of Indi-
ana University calls “public-service
motivation.” d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
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education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

For public-sector employees, Mc-
Kinsey’s “Meaning Quotient” is
inherently large. Still, it would
certainly help if public executives
told a few stories to remind em-
ployees, citizens, and potential
employees of the meaning in-
volved in all of government work.
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Exit, Voice, and Loyalty — but also Entrance  

In September 2010, four-year-old
Marchella Pierce died a horrific death.
In May 2012, her mother was con-
victed of murder and her grand-
mother of manslaughter. But others
were also charged in Pierce’s death.

In March 2011, Brooklyn District
Attorney Charles Hynes indicted
Chereece Bell and Damon Adams for
criminally negligent homicide. Adams
was the social worker in New York
City’s Administration for Children’s
Services (ACS) whose case load in-
cluded Marchella Pierce. Bell was
Adams’s immediate supervisor. Nei-
ther has yet to come to trial.

Still, Hynes’s decision to indict Bell
and Adams has provoked dissent.
After all, neither Adams nor Bell
abused Pierce. Nevertheless, they
have been charged with contributing
to her death—or, perhaps more accu-
rately, for not having prevented it. 

“Marchella might be alive today
had these ACS workers attended to
her case with the basic levels of care
it deserved,” Hynes said. “We are
going to find out at long last what
they’re doing at ACS to make sure
there are no more child fatalities."

Every year, New Yorkers report
nearly 65,000 cases of potential child
abuse or neglect to ACS and its staff
of 6,500. If each employee handles
just ten per year, the agency could
thoroughly investigate every one.

Except that ACS has other duties.
For 40 percent (or 26,000) of these
reports, ACS decided that the report
was credible enough to investigate
further. In 2010, ACS placed over
7,000 children in foster care, but its
foster-care case load is double that.

Any child welfare agency can make
two basic errors. It can place a child
in foster care when he or she would,
in fact, be better off in the original
family. Or it can leave the child in the
family, when he or she would, actu-
ally, be better off in foster care. Some
of these choices may be obvious. For
others, however, the choice will be
complicated and not at all obvious—

and if something goes wrong, subject
to much second guessing.

Like all of us, child-welfare workers
triage. Like all of us, they have only
168 hours in any week. Like all of us,
they can’t do everything that they are
supposed to do. With responsibilities
for a large number of vulnerable chil-
dren, they can’t do a comprehensive
job for every one.

“You ask yourself, if I don’t do a
[home] visit, will this child die?” one
ACS worker told The New York Times.
“That’s horrible. But that’s what we
have to do. The truth is any child can
die if you don’t make a visit.”

In late 2012, Albert Hirschman,
who spent nearly four decades at the
Institute for Advanced Study, died.
When you heard the news, you too
might have found your well-under-
lined copy of Hirschman’s Exit, Voice,
and Loyalty. As he explained, when
disgruntled with any organization—

your baseball team or your em-
ployer—you have two obvious choices:
Quit. Or remain loyal and try to con-
vince the organization to change.

Both “exit” and “voice” are rela-
tively easy to monitor: Fans stop buy-
ing tickets; employees resign. Fans
complain; employees do too. Obser-
vant managers notice such behavior.
And from a survey of season-ticket
holders who failed to renew and exit
interviews with departing employees
they can learn why.

There are, however, other unhappy
people: potential fans who will never
buy a ticket; potential employees who
will never fill out an employment

application. They exercise neither exit
nor voice. They simply don’t enter.

For public agencies that seek to
attract intelligent and dedicated em-
ployees, the indictment of employees
who have seemingly impossible jobs
creates an obvious problem. It nar-
rows the pool of potential employees.

Observant managers can also no-
tice this behavior—the drop in the
number of job applicants. But how
can a manager learn from those who
might have applied but never did?

It is clearly essential “to make sure
there are no more child fatalities.”
But is indicting individual employees
the best way to achieve this purpose?

Behind Hynes’s indictments is the
assumption that holding individuals
accountable fixes the system. But this
isn’t obvious. If ACS’s child-welfare
workers were doing an impossible job
under impossible conditions—if daily
they must make multiple, complex,
decisions under uncertainty—will not
one or two eventually make a choice
that turns out very wrong? Indeed,
which decisions are the right ones?

Then who is responsible? An agen-
cy that failed to fix its procedures? A
mayor who didn’t emphasize training?
A city council that cut the budget?
Citizens who voted—or who didn’t?

Every organization has dysfunc-
tional procedures and incentives. As
Olivia Golden of the Urban Institute
emphasizes in Reforming Child Wel-
fare, identifying and remedying them
is essential. Punishing individuals
who, while working within these pro-
cedures and incentives, make the
inevitable mistakes does not fix the
problem. By discouraging entrance, it
just makes the problem worse. d
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Every organization has dysfunc-
tional procedures and incentives.
Identifying and fixing them is
essential. Punishing individuals
who, working within these proce-
dures, make the inevitable mis-
takes only discourages entrance
and makes the problem worse.
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“You Don’t Understand; We’re Different!”  

In the spring of 2001, as Rudolph
Giuliani neared the end of his second
term as mayor of New York, he was
riding high on the success of his po-
lice department. Crime was down in
the city—Giuliani’s big issue when he
first ran in 1993—and he gave much
of the credit to the CompStat leader-
ship strategy created by Commis-
sioner William Bratton and Deputy
Commissioner Jack Maple.

Other city agencies had also adap-
ted the CompStat strategy to improve
their performance. The Human Re-
sources Administration had JobStat,
and the Department of Correction had
TEAMS (call it “CorrectionStat”).

Guiliani wanted to also apply the
CompStat approach to the city’s K-12
education system: Why couldn’t the
Board of Education do what NYPD
had done, with school principals rath-
er than precinct commanders being
the managers responsible for improv-
ing performance? In the mayor’s of-
fice, some called this LearnStat.

School principals, however, did not
think this was such a marvelous idea.
Jill Levy, president of the Council of
School Supervisors and Administra-
tors (the union representing the city’s
principals) played up the differences:
“We are about education, not about
numbers and cases and criminals.”

This is the customary bureaucratic
excuse: “You don’t understand; we’re
different!” As in: Yes, the police can
do it. But we in education can’t.

But what is this “it”? What is this
thing called CompStat that police can
do but educators can’t? Is “it” the
brutal questioning?

Yes: If the purpose is to improve a
school’s performance, maybe brutal
questioning of principals might not
prove effective. But is CompStat noth-
ing more than a gotcha game with
brutal questioning?

Evidently that’s what Levy thought:
“All this will do is heighten the fear
and blame and drive the good princi-
pals out of the system.”

Certainly the brutal questioning,

with the “blame” and the resulting
“fear” were the most visible, dramatic,
and publicized features of CompStat.
But is that “it”? The commissioner’s
staff yells at precinct commanders
and crime miraculously goes down? Is
this the “it” that works for police?

But knowing the word “CompStat”
is not the same as knowing how a
Compstat strategy can work to pro-
duce improved results.

When Giuliani was mayor, Correc-
tion was certainly using the NYPD
style of brutal questioning. HRA’s
JobStat meetings were, however,
quite different—actually civil. Was
there something wrong with JobStat?

Actually, for any PerformanceStat
leadership strategy to be effective—
whether in policing, corrections, hu-
man services, or education—the
questioning just has to be persistent.
It can be persistent and brutal. It can

be persistent and polite. It can even
be persistent and very polite. (In the
Los Angeles Police Department, the
CompStat questioning is very polite.)

Michael Bloomberg, Guiliani’s
successor as mayor, thinks that there
are similarities between the city’s
police and schools. “Everything that
you can tell me that’s a problem in
changing the culture of a school sys-
tem,” he argues, “I’ll tell you the same
thing was said about changing our
culture in our police department.”

Still, police and teachers, precinct
commanders and school principals
are different. Thus, to take advantage
of a leadership strategy from another
organization—even a rather similar

organization—an organization’s lead-
ership team has to deal with the inev-
itable “we’re different” excuse. This
requires the leadership team to:

(1) Identify the key differences
between the two situations.

(2) Identify what is similar in the
two situations.

(3) Identify the “it” or more likely
the “its”: the core principles
that they think have proven
effective in the first situation.

(4) Figure out how to adapt these
effective core principles from
the first situation so that they
will prove effective in their
own organization.

Then, they have to employ manage-
ment by groping along—adapting,
learning, and adapting some more.
Then learning some more, and . . . .

Yes, change—any change—can
drive people (including some good
people) out of an organization. But
change can also attract people—good
people. Of New York’s effort to change
the city’s school system, Bloomberg
has argued, “If we can make this a
success like the Police Department is
a success, you will have more people
coming and wanting to join this
school system.”

Everyone is different. Every police
department is different. So is every
precinct. Every school system is dif-
ferent. So is every school. Certainly
every school is different from every
police department.

Such differences mean that any
transfer of knowledge and strategy
requires adaptation. Such differences
do not, however, prevent any of these
dissimilar organizations from learning
from each other. d
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Every police department is differ-
ent. So is every school system.
Such differences should not pre-
vent executives in education and
policing from learning from each
other. The differences do mean,
however, that such learning al-
ways requires adaptation.
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PerformanceStat 3.0 (or CollaborationStat)
In 2000, when Baltimore’s Mayor

Martin O’Malley launched CitiStat, he
focused on getting city agencies to
simply do their core jobs.

CitiStat was the first effort to adapt
the CompStat leadership strategy,
created by the New York City Police
Department, to a jurisdiction. To
learn how to make their adaptation
work, O’Malley’s leadership team had
to focus on the basics. Thus, they
upgraded the city’s 311 phone system
so, when citizens called, their service
request would be entered into a data-
base and automatically sent to the
responsible agency. Moreover, it set
specific performance targets for each
service request.

The city’s classic target was the 48-
hour pothole guarantee. When citi-
zens called 311 to request that a pot-
hole be filled, they were told that it
would be filled within 48 hours. But
O’Malley’s leadership team did more
than set such targets. They also mon-
itored and motivated city employees
to ensure that these targets were met.

As a result, city employees did,
indeed, fill the potholes—and fill them
quickly. And citizens noticed: Calling
city hall actually produced the desired
result. Thus, the number of pothole
calls to 311 jumped significantly.

A few years later, when Joseph
Curtatone was elected mayor of
Somerville, Massachusetts, he quickly
took his leadership team to visit Bal-
timore and CitiStat. Soon, Curtatone
had his SomerStat—plus a 311 num-
ber for “One Call to City Hall”—up
and running. Curtatone too focused
first on delivering basic city services.

In 2004, Baltimore won one of the
Kennedy School’s awards for Innova-
tion in American Government. In
2006, a writer in The Boston Globe
described Somerville as “chockablock
with cutting-edge ideas” and the
state’s “best-run city.”

Yet others have complained:
What’s the big deal? So they can fill
potholes. Weren’t they always sup-
posed to do that? If a city was really

innovative, it would invent something
to eliminate the need to ever again fill
potholes.

Perhaps. But isn’t that what the
private sector is supposed to be good
at?  Mayors of rust-belt municipalities
would rush to buy a magic elixir that
would banish potholes forever.

Meanwhile, mayors who used a
PerformanceStat approach to fix basic
service delivery—to fill potholes, trim
trees, and eradicate graffiti—have ex-
panded their use of the strategy.

In Baltimore the other week, the
CitiStat meeting wasn’t about pot-
holes. Instead it was all about Mayor
Stephanie Rawlings-Blake’s Vacants
to Value (V2V) effort to clean up and
redevelop vacant and abandoned
buildings to increase property values
and attract businesses and residents.

Rawlings-Blake is the third mayor
to employ CitiStat to manage Balti-

more and achieve her key objectives.
But her V2V effort requires more than
getting city agencies and employees to
do their core tasks promptly. That’s
why the CitiStat room was overflow-
ing with fifty managers from five
departments—Housing; Transporta-
tion; Planning; Recreation and Parks;
Police—plus the Bureau of Solid
Waste. Each has responsibilities for
the V2V initiative that require them to
collaborate with others.

Only four days later in Somerville
—at a  meeting on Youth System-
Stat, the story was similar. The dis-
cussion focused on the various public
and civil-society systems that “shape
outcomes relating to children and

youth.” One such outcome: “Young
people succeed throughout their aca-
demic career and graduate high
school prepared to succeed in life.”

Both Baltimore and Somerville
have advanced from PerformanceStat
1.0, to PerformanceStat 2.0, and now
to PerformanceStat 3.0.

PerformanceStat 1.0 is about cre-
ating operational effectiveness. It
requires managers and employees—
with prodding from the organization’s
leadership team—to do the basic
tasks in a timely and proper way. It is
about production: getting the core
outputs done and on time.

PerformanceStat 2.0 is about rede-
signing the existing core functions. It
requires managers and employees—
with prodding and guidance from the
organization’s leadership team—to
rethink how they go about their core
functions. It is about identifying new,
innovative ways to produce the exist-
ing, well established outputs.

PerformanceStat 3.0 focuses on 
outcomes. It requires the managers
and employees of multiple agencies—
with the prodding, guidance, and
active analytical engagement of the
leadership team—to figure out who
needs to collaborate with whom to
produce the desired outcomes. It is
about assigning priorities to outcomes
and then motivating everyone to fig-
ure out how best to achieve them.

When governmental jurisdictions
and public agencies graduate from
PerformanceStat 1.0, to 2.0, and then
to 3.0, they move from Production-
Stat, to OutputStat to Collaboration-
Stat. But before they can make such
collaboration work, they have to learn
to fix the potholes.  d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
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The PerformanceStat Potential.

When seeking to create a Per-
formanceStat leadership strat-
egy, public organizations begin
by improving operations. As they
learn, they redesign core activi-
ties. Eventually, they focus on
outcomes, which requires them
to develop CollaborationStat.
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“What Are Our Vulnerabilities?”
Penn State is a football team with

a university attached. It isn’t a uni-
versity that has a football team. It is
a football team that has a university.

But this inverted relationship cre-
ated a big supervision problem. For it
meant that the university did not
oversee the football team. The univer-
sity apparently could not oversee the
football team.

As a consequence, a discovered
incidence of sexual abuse of children
was repeated, and repeated, and re-
peated. Eventually, it was revealed. 
Now, the football coach has died. The
serial abuser will spend the rest of his
life in prison. And three of the univer-
sity’s executives—including the for-
mer president—face criminal charges.

How did this happen? As always, if
incompetence is an adequate expla-
nation, no other is necessary. Yet
what might be the nature of this in-
competence?

It may have been a failure of all of
these executives—from football coach
to university president—to ask an
uncomfortable but necessary ques-
tion: “What are our vulnerabilities?”

Every organization has vulnerabili-
ties. These might be financial vulner-
abilities. The organization might not
have adequate cash reserves for
emergencies. It might be consistently
spending more than it is taking in.

The organization might have com-
petitive vulnerabilities. A firm’s prod-
ucts or services might be on the verge
of obsolescence—forced from the mar-
ket by competitors that are more
effective, or more efficient, or concep-
tually different and thus better. Even
a public agency might have competi-
tive vulnerabilities—exposed as irrele-
vant, or simply too expensive and
thus vulnerable to contracting out.

Every organization also has opera-
tional vulnerabilities—things that
aren’t working quite right; things that
are going acceptably now but, with
the intervention of some small glitch,
might spiral into disaster.

And, every organization is vulnera-

ble to scandal—to a wide variety of
scandals: financial scandals; patron-
age scandals; contracting scandals.

The good news is that governments
have created numerous systems to
catch these scandals. These do not
completely deter every would-be thief
and abuser. Some people will always
think they can beat the system. Still,
if used, such systems can catch a lot.

Unfortunately, there are no sys-
tems to expose operational vulnerabil-
ities. These are harder to detect be-
cause there exists no comprehensive
catalog of them. For each organiza-
tion, the list of potential vulnerabili-
ties is different.

Because every organization is vul-
nerable to embezzlement, each one
does (or should) create a system to
catch the embezzlers. But no one can
create a system to catch vulnerabili-
ties that no one knows exist.

This is why public executives have
to go looking for their vulnerabilities.
They need to do so before anyone ever
defines a potential problem. They
need to repeatedly ask: “What are our
vulnerabilities?”

The first day on the job, the first
question that a new executive should
ask is: “What are our vulnerabilities?”

[Yes: every public executive should
“always start with purpose”—clearly
articulating what the organization is
trying to accomplish.  But executives
who have not identified and taken
steps to mitigate (if not eliminate)
their vulnerabilities, are not likely to
be able to accomplish very much.]

Actually, I would argue that a new

executive should ask this question
before he or she takes the job. A
friend reported learning—but only
after starting a new management job
—that she should have first asked for
an independent audit of the organiza-
tion’s finances. For, it turned out, the
financial situation was not quite what
she had been led to believe. As a re-
sult, the job—and her primary re-
sponsibilities—were also not what she
had been led to believe.

The about-to-be-hired executive
will naturally be told that the organi-
zation has no significant vulnerabili-
ties. This is not true. It can’t be. No
serious candidate for a management
job should believe it. And if no one in
the organization is willing to confess
that some vulnerabilities exist, the
candidate should not take the job.
 For the candidate has just learned
that no one in the organization is able
or willing to tell the truth. This may
be because they recognize some vul-
nerabilities but believe they are all
minor—though perhaps big enough to
scare off a potentially excellent man-
ager. It may be that they are not suffi-
ciently familiar with the operations of
their own organization to see the
(rather obvious) evidence of vulnera-
bility. Or they may see the evidence
but fail to observe the problem.

It makes no difference whether
these people are incompetents or
liars. The potential executive cannot
expect any help from them in identify-
ing and fixing the obvious (let alone
the subtle) vulnerabilities.

“What are our vulnerabilities?” A
lot of managers at Penn State (and
the BBC) wish they had asked this
question. d
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The first “better practice” of per-
formance leadership is to articu-
late the organization’s purpose—
to clearly explain what the orga-
nization is trying to accomplish.
But even before doing this, a new
executive needs to ask:  “What
are our vulnerabilities?” 
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The Skill and Habit of “Short “Division”
We humans have a knack for

numbers. All of us. We are born with
it. Pretty cool, huh?

Still, don’t get too cocky. Animals
have it too. This includes the usual
collection of laboratory rats, pigeons,
and chimps. It also includes wild
lions on the Serengeti.

What we—and some animals—have
is “the number line.” Even before
babies have the word for three, they
know three things are different from
two things. Three dots are different
from two dots. Three Mickey Mouses
are different from two Mickey Mouses.

Furthermore, babies recognize that
three Mickeys are more than two
Mickeys. On the number line, we
somehow intuitively know that three
things is “higher” than two things.

Arithmetic, however, is an acquired
skill. Humans aren’t born with a
knack for arithmetic. We don’t get
good at arithmetic simply by being
introduced to the mechanics—by
being told how it works. Like any
skill, the ability to do arithmetic re-
quires practice—lots of practice.

Sorry: If you want to be good at
arithmetic, you have to work at it.

Unfortunately, the most valuable
arithmetic skill is long division. “Un-
fortunately” because it is the final
skill you learn and the most complex
to use. The ability to do long division
requires that you first acquire the
ability to do addition, subtraction,
and multiplication.

Earlier this year, at a Kennedy
School seminar, the presenter noted
that 1.5 million people in the U.S.
work for Walmart. “Wow,” I whispered
to the colleague sitting next to me.
“That’s a big number. That’s half-a-
percent of the U.S. population.”

How can half-a-percent be a “big”
number? It hardly sounds bigger than
1.5 million. After all, the 1.5 million is
located way, way out on the number
line. In contrast, a half of anything, is
below one. It’s almost zero.

But if half a percent of the people
in the U.S. work for Walmart, that

means one person out of every two
hundred people works for Walmart.
To me, that sounds pretty big.

In Boston, the seating capacity of
Fenway Park is 37,000. This means
that if every seat in the ball park is
full, that crowd includes 185 people
who work for Walmart.

Yes. Yes. This number is not accu-
rate to three significant figures. More-
over, I have no idea whether Walmart
has more or fewer stores and employ-
ees in greater Boston than it has
elsewhere. And even if the population
of stores and employees perfectly
matches the U.S. averages, there is
no guarantee that Walmart employees
in greater Boston have roughly the
same interest in the Red Sox as the
general population. Still, if just 100
people in a random Fenway Park
crowd of 37,000 are Walmart employ-
ees, that strikes me as a big number.

Actually, if your arithmetic is a
little more careful, the number gets
even bigger. After all, Walmart doesn’t
employ too many 12-year-olds. And
its army of over-seventy greeters has
been laid off. The number of employed
people in the U.S. is roughly 140
million. So at 1.5 million workers,
Walmart employs over 1 percent of
the workforce. Looks pretty big to me.

Of course, to make these calcula-
tions, I didn’t really use long division.
Call my arithmetic “short division.”

After all, I was making a lot of
approximations. The original calcula-
tion that I made—the one that con-
cluded half a percent of the U.S. pop-
ulation works for Walmart—was

based quickly on a total U.S. popula-
tion of 300 million. Actually, the U.S.
hit that number six years ago. The
total is now over 310 million.

But I only wanted an approxima-
tion—a number to what I call one-
and-a-half significant figures. I was
looking for something like 0.5 per-
cent, or 1.0 percent, or 1.5 percent.
Just a ballpark number. I wanted to
know whether the number was big or
small. I wanted some comparative
data. And to generate such a compar-
ison, you need to use division—
whether that division is long or short.

Still, doing division—either the
official, long version or the short,
quick approximation—is not just an
acquired skill.  It is an acquired habit.

Over a decade ago, I was driving in
Maine when I saw a sign saying: Drive
Carefully. 750 Moose-Car Accidents
Last Year. I continued driving and
then did the short division, dividing
by 365. “Wow,” I said to myself, “that
is two moose-car accidents per day.”

If, in Maine, you were given the
task of getting a moose and car to hit
each other every 12 hours, you would
have a big challenge. After all, Maine
is a big state—400 miles from south
to north. Most of the people live in the
south; most of the moose live in the
north. Still, you would be helped by
the rutting season, when moose, in
their pursuit of mates, become oblivi-
ous to cars.

Ominously, hitting a moose with
your car is not like hitting a deer. A
deer will dent your fender and bounce
off. A moose stands 6 feet or more at
the shoulders and weighs half a ton.
When your car hits a moose, it ends
up in your lap. That’s big. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Humans have a knack for num-
bers. But arithmetic—particu-
larly division—is a challenge. It
is not only an acquired skill.
Doing it is an acquired habit. To
make comparisons, executives
need to work at their skill and
habit of using “short division.”
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The Difference Between Naming and Knowing  

When Richard Feynman, the
Nobel-winning physicist, was a boy,
his father took him on long walks in
the woods. Feynman’s father could
tell him the name of the brown
throated thrush not just in English,
but also in Portuguese, Italian, Chi-
nese, and Japanese. Nevertheless,
Feynman’s father would emphasize: 
“When you’ve finished with all that”
—when you know the bird’s name in
multiple languages—“you’ll know
absolutely nothing about the bird.”

Later in life, Feynman recalled that
his father “knew the difference be-
tween knowing the name of some-
thing and knowing something.”

In science, the failure to make this
distinction is called the “nominal fal-
lacy.” It is the assumption that be-
cause you have named something you
understand it—that the name itself
explains it.

For public executives, this is a
nasty problem. They are constantly
admonished to employ this manage-
ment tactic, to adopt that new con-
cept, to use an approach that some-
one has made work somewhere else.

You need: change management;
performance measures; a balanced
scorecard; an action plan; customer
relationship management; a blue
ocean strategy; a learning organiza-
tion; benchmarking; earned value
management, strategic alignment . . .
Public executives are constantly told
to use this or that new idea.

Any of these approaches to man-
agement might, indeed, help an orga-
nization. But merely stating the con-
cept’s name and telling an executive
to employ it is completely useless. The
name explains nothing.

In executive-education sessions, I
often ask: “What is CompStat?” Given
that CompStat, which was created in
the New York Police Department, has
traveled around the world, lots of
public executives have heard of it.
(Besides, I give everyone some ad-
vance reading on CompStat.) In re-
sponse, I get a lot of answers—usually

a name or descriptive phrase: Comp-
Stat is an “accountability system” . . .
“computerized statistics” . . . a “man-
agement philosophy” . . . a “manage-
ment tool” . . . a “performance mea-
surement database.”

Occasionally, someone will remem-
ber the “four principles” developed by
Jack Maple, who as Commissioner
William Bratton’s deputy, developed
NYPD’s original CompStat:

1. Accurate, timely intelligence
2. Rapid deployment
3. Effective tactics
4. Relentless follow-up and as-

sessment
Indeed these eleven words are posted
on the walls and Web sites of police
departments. They are also on the
walls and Web sites of municipalities
that are employing CitiStat, and other
agencies that have created their own
PerformanceStat.

But how much useful information
do these “principles” convey? Not
much. Who is opposed to “effective
tactics”? How does “relentless follow-
up” help to produce results? And will
it help if it isn’t aggressively relentless
but just seriously persistent?

A police executive can know all of
these words and still know nothing
about how CompStat might reduce
crime or what to do to create Comp-
Stat in another police agency. And
certainly these words provide little
guidance for an executive who seeks
to adapt the CompStat approach
outside of the world of policing.

I’ve spent years trying to figure out
what CompStat, CitiStat, and the

other adaptations, which I call
“PerformanceStat,” really are. What
are the key components of this leader-
ship strategy? My answer (unfortu-
nately) is rather long-winded:

A jurisdiction or agency is em-
ploying a PerformanceStat leader-
ship strategy if, in an effort to
achieve specific public purposes,
its leadership team persists in
holding an ongoing series of regu-
lar, frequent, integrated meetings
during which the chief executive
and/or the principal members of
the chief executive’s leadership
team plus the director (and the
top managers) of different sub-
units use current data to analyze
specific, previously defined as-
pects of each unit’s recent perfor-
mance; to provide feedback on
recent progress compared with
targets; to follow-up on previous
decisions and commitments to
produce results; to examine and
learn from each unit’s efforts to
improve performance; to identify
and solve performance-deficit
problems; and to set and achieve
the next performance targets.
Obviously, PerformanceStat isn’t

just one thing. It is a lot of things.
After all, if the leadership team of a
public agency wants to ratchet up
performance, it will not be able to get
away with doing merely one thing. It
will have to do many things.

Yet even these 100+ words don’t
explain how this leadership strategy
can work or how to adapt it in a new
organization. That’s why I’ve devoted
too many years to writing a book on
The PerformanceStat Potential. It will
be out any decade now. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Richard Feynman learned “the
difference between knowing the
name of something and knowing
something.” For public execu-
tives who are bombarded with
lots of management names, the
challenge is to learn the know-
ledge disguised by the name.
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“We Can Never Do Merely One Thing”  

In 1935, Australia imported a hun-
dred cane toads under the theory that
they would (as they had done in Ha-
waii) eat the Greyback cane beetles,
which were destroying sugar cane, a
major export crop.

Unfortunately, the cane toad did
not have much of an effect on the
population of these beetles. More
unfortunately, the cane toad did have
an effect on other species. For the
toads themselves are quite poisonous.
Thus predators (including turtles and
crocodiles) who eat the toads end up
dead. Today, Australia has a couple
hundred million cane toads—and still
a lot of those cane beetles.

In just seven words, ecologist
Garrett Hardin explained this reality:
“You can never do merely one thing.”
You may think you are importing
cane toads to have just one, specific
effect: to control cane beetles. But
because your one thing is acting on a
very large and quite adaptive system
of multiple, interconnected compo-
nents, you will not have just one
impact. Inevitably, your one thing will
ripple through the entire environmen-
tal system with multiple impacts.

Effective public executives recog-
nize that Hardin’s words also describe
their reality. They work within a bu-
reaucratic and governance system in
which everything is connected to
everything else. Anything they do will
never have one, isolated impact. In-
stead, every time public executives
take any action—every time they
make just one little tweak designed to
have just one little effect—that tweak
can ripple through their entire sys-
tem.

Moreover, there is no guarantee
that all of these ripples and adapta-
tions will produce the desired effects.
Indeed, insightful executives will—
with just a little thinking—easily an-
ticipate some negative adaptations
and devise tactics to neutralize them.

Thus, Hardin himself extrapolates
from his description of reality to a
prescription for dealing with intercon-

nected and adaptive systems: 
We can never do merely one
thing, therefore we must do
several in order that we may
bring into being a new stable
system.”

For example, public executives who
employ a PerformanceStat leadership
strategy seek to replace their organiza-
tion’s quite stable underperforming
system with a new, higher performing
one. To do so, they recognize they will
have to do a large number of things.
And they recognize that these several 
actions will not have independent
effects. Thus, they seek a series of
actions that will interact with each
other in a way that has a greater
impact than might be predicted by
simply adding up their projected indi-
vidual influences.

Initially, they seek to merely move
their organization’s stable and under-

performing system to a new, stable,
but higher performing one. In doing
so, however, these executives hope to
learn what works and what doesn’t,
and to use this knowledge to do sev-
eral more things to bring into being a
higher level of stable performance.

Initially, they aren’t sure what will 
work. They have some hunches—
theories that they have derived from
their own experiences plus theories
that they discern from the work of
others.

They know, however, that they
cannot rely on just one tactic. To have
any impact on performance, public
executives have to employ a wide
variety of different, micro tactics—

several things they combine together
to form a coherent, macro strategy.

But which tactics? What combina-
tion of tactics? How do they put a
coherent package of tactics together?
They don’t know. They have to guess.
They try to guess intelligently. Never-
theless, the combination of tactics
that they meld into their own, unique
leadership strategy in their own,
unique situation is always a guess.

Then, as they get feedback—as
they collect data—they learn. Some of
the things that they have chosen to
include in their combination are hav-
ing an impact. For other things, the
impact is not so desirable. And they
learn that some things are working
together to have a synergistic impact.
In the process, they evolve and modify
their own (strictly implicit) cause-and-
effect theories—and thus the tactical
components of their macro strategy.
 Still, this learning and the derived
theories are only a guess. Public exec-
utives can never be sure. Because
their leadership strategy consists of
so many different tactics and activi-
ties, they can never be sure which
ones are making a positive individual
contribution, let alone how two or
more of them are interacting to have
a positive impact. And they can never
be sure whether that impact is posi-
tive or negative. And, certainly, sev-
eral of the tactics in the strategy may
be having no impact at all (while some
may be neutralizing others).

Effective executives are always
trying to figure out what works, and
in this search they are quite ecumeni-
cal, willing to borrow and adapt prom-
ising ideas from anyone.

Even from an ecologist. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

“You can never do merely one
thing,” observed ecologist Garrett
Hardin about the environment’s
complex and very adaptive sys-
tem.  “Therefore,” he continued,
“we must do several in order that
we may bring into being a new
stable system.”
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Both See and Observe  

In “The Adventure of Silver Blaze,”
Sherlock Holmes solves the mystery—
the disappearance of the race horse
Silver Blaze and the death of its
trainer—by observing what did not
happen. In a brief exchange with a
Scotland Yard detective, Holmes ex-
plains:

Detective: “Is there any other point
to which you would wish to draw
my attention?”

Holmes: “To the curious incident of
the dog in the night-time.”

Detective: “The dog did nothing in
the night-time.”

Holmes: “That is the curious inci-
dent.”

For the failure of the dog to bark—
such a trifle—revealed that the night-
time culprit was not a stranger.

“You see, but you do not observe,”
Holmes pointed out to Watson in “A
Scandal in Bohemia.” To Holmes, “the
distinction is clear.” Yet most of us
are, unfortunately, more like Watson
than Holmes. We may “see” a lot, but
we are not aware of how little we truly
“observe.”

This is, particularly, a problem for
public executives. Obviously they see
a lot. They hear a lot too. But how
much do they observe from all that
they see? How much do they learn
from all that they hear? How much
insight into what is really happening
in their organization do they gain
from all that they see and hear?

After all, in almost every organiza-
tion, bad news does not travel up. The
top executives will hear what every-
one else thinks they want to hear.
And what every executive wants to
hear—deeply desires to hear—is that
everything is functioning just fine.
For if that is the case, if performance
is fine, if the results are all on target,
the executive does not need to change
much. He or she certainly does not
need to lose any sleep.

Thus, an executive who wishes to
learn what is really happening within
the organization has to be particularly
active in observing—and learning 

from—what he or she sees (and hears)
is really happening.

This suggests the value of Hewlett
Packard’s “Management By Wander-
ing Around.” If managers wander
around, they will see more—goes the
theory—and they may also observe
more. They might observe what is
really going on.

Of course, this is just a theory.
Yes, in their wandering, the managers
will see more. But will they observe?
There is no guarantee.

Einstein once noted that “our theo-
ries determine what we measure.”
Robert Shaw, also a physicist, simi-
larly noted: “you don’t see something
until you have the right metaphor to
let you perceive it.”

If the theory held by an organiza-
tion’s leadership team—if their opera-
tional metaphor—is that the organiza-
tion is functioning smoothly, that is

what they will observe. They won’t
bother looking for data that under-
mines their theory that performance
is wonderful. Yes: They may see some
evidence—trivial it will seem—of poor
performance. They may even see
some evidence illuminating the 
causes of this inadequate perfor-
mance. Yet they will not observe.

In Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur
Conan Doyle created a detective who
is amazingly effective precisely be-
cause he observes what others miss.
And often they miss it because it is so
small, so trivial. Yet, as Holmes tells
one of Scotland Yard’s best in A Study
in Scarlet, “to a great mind, nothing is
little.” Indeed, he reminds Holmes in

“A Case of Identity,” “It has long been
an axiom of mine that the little things
are infinitely the most important.”

Occasionally, these little things do
get some notice: “That’s funny,” exec-
utives will sometimes note about
something they see or hear. Only later
will they recognize the hint behind
the “that’s funny.” Only later will they
realize that, if they had been willing
to pause and question what they saw
or heard, they might have learned
something important about how their
organization was really functioning.

Yet a single “that’s funny,” seems
such a little thing—so trivial.

“You know my method,” Holmes
reminded Watson in “The Boscombe
Valley Mystery.” “It is founded upon
the observance of trifles.”

Trifles? Public organizations are
charged with producing results that
are significant for citizens. The perfor-
mance of public executives and their
agencies are consequential. 

Who has time to pay attention to a
dog that doesn’t bark? Only those
who practice the art of observation.

Holmes is, of course, a purely fic-
tional character of Victorian London.
That, however, does not mean that
Doyle’s ideas on the distinction be-
tween seeing and observing do not
provide useful lessons for today’s
public executives.

Still, if you need some support
from living executives, you can cer-
tainly find it. As one manager told the
members of his staff, who were not
paying attention, “You can observe a
lot by watching.”

That was in the 1964 World Series.
The frustrated manager was the New
York Yankees’ Yogi Berra. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

“You know my method,” said
Holmes to Watson. “It is founded
on the observance of trifles.”
Unfortunately, Holmes still
found it necessary to point out to
Watson—as he undoubtedly
would to all of us—“You see, but
you do not observe.”
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Can Real Humans Make the Technology Work?  

Although it was dark and rainy,
and although I had not used this
parking lot in a while, I immediately
recognized that something was differ-
ent: The parking meters were gone.

Instead, a sign told me to note my
space number and go to the kiosk to
pay. Good news: Above the kiosk were
two street lights. Bad news: Neither
street light was working. I went back
to my car to get a flashlight and re-
turned to the kiosk. Even then, it
wasn’t easy to read the screen.

Still, I entered my space number
and began to insert my quarters. The
lot had a two-hour parking limit, and
I expected my meeting would last this
long. After inserting several quarters,
the kiosk refused to accept any more.
I couldn’t figure out why it jammed.
Eventually, I decided, this must be
because I didn’t have to pay to park
after 8:00 p.m. So I stopped trying.

Now what? Most of the parking
kiosks that I have used then print a
receipt, which you are obliged to put
on your dashboard. This “pay and
display” system permits a “parking
enforcement officer” to determine
whether or not your time has expired.

This kiosk, however, said “No Re-
ceipt Issued.” So what should I do? I
put my flashlight back in the car and
went to my meeting.

When I returned—you know where
this story is going—I had a parking
ticket. I dutifully sent in my $30 fine.
I noted, however, (a) that I tried to
pay, (b) that I could not have even
tried if I had not carried a headlamp,
and (c) that because the kiosk did not
issue receipts there is no way I could
prove that I had paid. No response
(though my check was cashed).

Of course, contemporary parking
kiosks, which have replaced old fash-
ioned parking meters, have a number
of advantages. For the parkers, they
eliminate the need to carry quarters
(a responsibility that I long ago dele-
gated to my ash tray). All parking
kiosks take credit cards (though some
parking meters do too).

For the municipality, there are also
advantages. They can increase reve-
nues. No driver can use another’s
unexpired minutes. And some sys-
tems can be programmed to charge
higher rates during times of peak
demand. These days every municipal-
ity is trying to squeeze additional
revenues from every source (though
the initial capital costs are not trivial).
The town of Palm Beach, Florida ex-
pects to net $370,000 per year by
installing parking kiosks.

Still, parking meters also have an
advantage: Put in a quarter, and it
shows you how long you can park.
Put in another quarter, it shows your
new limit. Nothing fancy. All parking
meters work the same. No municipal-
ity needs an instructional YouTube
video for parking meters (though
videos are available for kiosks in:
Philadelphia; Atlantic City, New Jer-
sey; and Lowell, Massachusetts.

 Of course, once you have used
your community’s kiosk several
times, you have mastered the system.
But a visitor may not find the screen’s
instructions so easy to follow.

For parking kiosks, however, a
quick search on the Web suggests
that there exist a wide variety of dif-
ferent models. Metric Group of Mount
Laurel, New Jersey just introduced its
Elite Multi-Space meter. LKS Co. in
Hong Kong makes nine different
kinds of parking kiosks. Shenzhen
Juumei Investment Co, Ltd. from
Guangong, China has five.

After all, unlike your laptop or
iPad, a parking kiosk has just one

function. Lots of firms ought to be
able to produce one. Still, the not-so-
fancy technology of the parking kiosk
does not always work as advertised.
In Cincinnati, parkers had multiple
complaints: Coins jammed. Credit
cards weren’t read. An entire ($8,000)
kiosk just didn’t work. In January,
the city abandoned its parking me-
ters. (Apparently, however, Cincin-
nati’s street lights work fine.)

Michael O’Hare of the University of
California’s Goldman School of Public
Policy thinks about the design of
everything, including classrooms. And
for the technology in today’s class-
room to project slides and videos,
O’Hare has a clear “design criterion”
that he calls “quite straightforward,
but very demanding and not subject
to compromise or amendment:

Any instructor must be able
effortlessly, on the first try, to
command the technology of the
room in complete detail, upon
entering it for the first time.”

Shouldn’t the same criterion apply
to every parking kiosk? Shouldn’t it
apply to every technology that govern-
ment employs to interact with citi-
zens? Shouldn’t real humans be able
to make the technology work?

They won’t, unless public execu-
tives are willing to impose the O’Hare
Design Criterion on their teckies.

On a sunny day, I returned to the
parking lot. As I watched, every “pa-
tron” squinted at the sun-lit screen
trying to follow the instructions. Sev-
eral asked the parking enforcement
officer for help. But she soon resumed
her appointed rounds. After all, there
were many cars to ticket, and the
costs of the kiosks to cover. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

O’Hare’s “design criterion” for the
technology for projecting slides
and videos in all classrooms:
“Any instructor must be able
effortlessly, on the first try, to
command the technology of the
room in complete detail, upon
entering it for the first time.”
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Exercise Leadership Without Authority  

Last September, the Boston Red
Sox collapsed. They didn’t just col-
lapse. They Collapsed—with a capital
C. It was the biggest collapse since
the Berlin Wall.

At the end of last August, with just
27 games to play, Boston had a nine-
game lead in the race to make the
playoffs as the “wild-card” team. Of
their remaining games, however, the
team won just seven. Instead of going
to the playoffs, the team went home.

The recriminations came quickly. It
was revealed that several starting
pitchers were eating chicken and
drinking beer in the clubhouse during
the games. The field manager was
dismissed, and the general manager
left. Red Sox Nation was not happy.

In their collapse, what did the Red
Sox miss most? Pitching? Hitting?
Defense?

What the Red Sox missed most was
Johnny Damon.

In 2004, Damon played center field
and hit lead-off. He  started more
games (148 out of 162) and played
more innings than any other member
of the team. He was a key member of
that 2004 Red Sox team that won the
World Series for Boston for the first
time in 86 years.

But wait, baseball aficionados will
say. How could the Red Sox have
missed Damon last September? He
hasn’t played for Boston since 2005.
In the past six seasons, he had played
four with the New York Yankees, one
with the Detroit Tigers, and another
with the Tampa Bay Rays.

Moreover, during his seventeen-
year career, Damon was never the
league’s (or even his team’s) best
outfielder. He never hit the most
home runs or had the highest batting
average. He never ranked at the top of
the clever statistics created by the
sabermetricians of the Society for
American Baseball Research. 

Damon was never a MVP. He never
won any fancy awards. He is unlikely
to be elected to the Baseball Hall of
Fame.

Throughout his career, however,
Johnny Damon has been a clubhouse
leader. He never had any official au-
thority. He was just one of twenty-five
players.  Yet, he exercised leadership.
In September 2011, not one of the
twenty-five players on the Boston Red
Sox was able to exercise that kind of
essential leadership.

Manny Acta, manager of the Cleve-
land Indians, is known as a motiva-
tor—someone who can get the best
out of his players. Yet he recognizes
the value of leadership from within
the team. “If you can have two or
three guys in the clubhouse who put
out the fires, that means a lot, be-
cause players respond to their peers.”

Any team needs people who will tell
their colleagues, “I know you’re hurt.
But you got to play. We need you. We
need you today.” Says Acta, “every
team needs those guys.”

Acta thinks this peer-to-peer lead-
ership is most powerful: “If their
peers are telling them, ‘You’re mess-
ing up, stop it,’ then that sometimes
means more and is more effective
than if the manager or the coaches
are saying it.”

What the Red Sox needed most last
September was Johnny Damon. Not
necessarily the Johnny Damon. Cer-
tainly, however, they needed a John-
ny Damon. They needed someone who
would say, “You’re messing up. You’ve
got to stop it. Stop it Now!”

“Leadership is not the same as
authority,” write Ron Heifetz and
Marty Linsky in Leadership on the
Line.

Traditionally, however, we have
implicitly associated leadership with
authority. The leader is the person at
the top of the hierarchy: the mayor of
the city, the president of the firm, the
director of the department. Of course,
when this hierarchical superior is
absent, the deputy automatically
becomes the leader.

Moreover, we assign to this hierar-
chical head a clear and central role—
the formal responsibility for the organi-
zation’s future. For the rest of us, this
is convenient. We have delegated (if
only implicitly) the guidance and
operation of the organization to the
individual at the very top. This
“leader” is responsible; the rest of us
are not.  And if things go wrong, we
know who is to be held accountable. 

If the team doesn’t make the play-
offs, the players still get to stay.  It is
the manager—the hierarchical
“leader”—who gets fired.

Heifetz, however, tends “to avoid
the term leader because it generally
connotes an authority figure (the
leader of the band) or a specific set of
personal traits (He’s a real leader).” 
Instead, in Leadership without Easy
Answers, he prefers “to use the active
phrase ‘exercising leadership.’ ”  Hei-
fetz wants to “focus on the activity of
leadership and not on the role of au-
thority or the intrinsic qualities of any
person.” And this “activity of
leadership” can come from anyone,
anywhere in the organization.

So far in 2012, the Boston Red Sox
have continued their mediocre play of
last September. Meanwhile, Johnny
Damon is playing—and providing
leadership without any authority—for
Manny Acta’s Cleveland Indians. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

“Leadership is not the same as
authority,” argue Heifetz and
Linsky.  Heifetz focuses on the
activity of “exercising leadership”
and avoids the word “leader”
because we implicitly assume the
leader is the person at the top of
the organizational hierarchy.
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Using Evidence to Make Budget Choices 

It’s official. Superstition is out.
Evidence is in. The U.S. Office of
Management and Budget has said so.

Jeffrey Zients, acting OMB direc-
tor, has sent a memo to U.S. execu-
tives telling them, that, when they
submit their budgets for Fiscal Year
2014, they should “demonstrate the
use of evidence” and include “a sepa-
rate section on agencies’ most innova-
tive uses of evidence and evaluation.”
OMB’s budget, said Zients, “is more
likely to fund requests that demon-
strate a commitment to developing
and using evidence.”

Agencies should “use evidence and
rigorous evaluation,” writes Zients.
“Where evidence is strong, we should
act on it. Where evidence is sugges-
tive, we should consider it. Where
evidence is weak, we should build the
knowledge to support better decisions
in the future.”

To federal executives, none of this
should be a surprise. After all, in the
“Analytical Perspectives” section of
the FY 2013 budget, OMB uses the
word “evidence” over 50 times. Only
the clueless could miss the signals: If
you want a funding increase—indeed,
if you simply want to maintain your
existing level of funding—you better
provide some evidence that your pro-
gram is producing results.

In reality, of course, budgeting isn’t
just about evidence. It is also about
politics—“politics” in the best sense of
the word. For it is through politics
that we, as citizens, decide what we
want government to do and how
much we want to spend to do it.

Politics is messy—much messier
these days than making sausage.
Still, we aren’t about to tidy it up by
turning the decisions about how to
use our taxes over to the doyens of
evidence and evaluation.

Some public agencies can have a
relatively quick impact. Others may
take years or decades to produce
results. A police department can drive
down the crime rate within a year.
But how long will it take for a health

department to produce evidence that
its program to reduce obesity has
actually driven down the rate?

Evidence isn’t irrelevant. It can
affect decisions at the margin. In fact,
evidence can have an impact at a lot
more than the margins. 

Still, the evidence isn’t just given
to Max Weber’s “modern judge who is
a vending machine into which the
pleadings are inserted together with
the fee and which then disgorges the
judgment together with its reasons
mechanically derived from the Code.”

For example, what should we do if
a careful evaluation produces evi-
dence that our local Fire Department
is ineffective—that it does signifi-
cantly worse than similar depart-
ments in similar communities? Such
evidence could come from compara-
tive data on lives lost per fire, or lives
lost per population, or property value

lost per fire, or . . . . There are multi-
ple ways to compare the data.

Would this “evidence” mean, how-
ever, that we should shift funds from
our Fire Department to our School
Department, which has produced test
scores, graduation rates, and college-
attendance rates significantly above
those of similar communities?

Of course not. The allocation of
funds among various public purposes
—fire protection, K-12 education,
public transit—is a political choice
that reflects citizens’ priorities.

Certainly the “evidence” that our
municipal Fire Department is under-
performing is relevant. It suggests
that someone needs to do something

significant to fix the Fire Department.
Still, who should do what?

Fixing Fire may require a new lead-
ership team. It may require a new
fire-fighting strategy, or a new fire-
prevention strategy. A traditional
evaluation may not reveal who should
do what. Determining exactly what to
fix may require different evidence
than the evaluation produced.

This evidence could reveal that
improving our Fire Department’s
performance to a satisfactory level will
require more funding. Or it could
suggest all our Fire Department needs
to do is reallocate its existing re-
sources. Or the evidence could expose
wasteful spending and uncover an
opportunity to simultaneously reduce
costs and improve performance.

Every evaluation begins with the
question: “Compared with What?” But
an evaluation that makes such a
comparison (or comparisons) and
finds an organization’s performance
lacking still leaves the operational
question unanswered: “Who should
do what to improve performance?”

Maybe the city council needs to fire
the fire chief. Maybe our Fire Depart-
ment needs new leadership. Maybe it
needs a new fire-fighting strategy, or
a new fire-prevention strategy. Maybe
it needs new equipment. Maybe the
firefighters need up-to-date training.

Only after the causes behind the
poor performance are identified, can
the city council, or the fire chief, or
the budget bureau determine what
different strategies could produce
what improvements in results, and
what each will cost. Then, and only
then, can the messy political process
decide which one to fund. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Budgeting isn’t just about the
evidence. It is also about the
politics—“politics” in the best
sense of the word. For it is
through politics that we, as citi-
zens, decide what we want gov-
ernment to do and how much we
want to spend to do it.
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Reduce “Notification Fatigue”
When my son was born, he was

briefly in intensive care. When I first
walked in to the ICU nursery, I was 
immediately struck by how small the
babies were. My son, however, was in
a different category; he had weighed
in at 9 pounds 10 ounces.

Still, like all of the others, he was
all wired up. So, I couldn’t pick him
up, even if I had possessed any idea
about how to handle a newborn.

There was, however, something
that I did know about. Next to him
was a rack of electronic monitors, to
which his wires were connected. So I,
having spent four undergraduate
years at an engineering school, imme-
diately focused on something I under-
stood: electronic monitors.

And, as I scanned them, I noticed
that, on the face of one, the electronic
trace had flat-lined. Obviously, my
son wasn’t dead. Even in my naivete,
I could figure this out. Still, this flat
line did not seem like a good sign, so
I called over the ICU nurse.

She took one look at the monitor
and simply turned it off.

Today, of course, such a monitor
doesn’t just activate a visual display
panel to indicate that a patient has
(or might have) a problem. Today, it is
connected to an alarm.

Indeed, each ICU patient is con-
nected to numerous electronic gizmos
that monitor numerous indicators
(such as blood pressure and heart
rate) that reveal how a patient’s or-
gans and systems are functioning.

Moreover, each monitor is con-
nected to an alarm. When an indica-
tor exceeds or drops below a specified
threshold, the alarm sounds.

Logically, these monitoring thresh-
olds are set to ensure that the ICU
staff are alerted to every possible
problem. The result is lots of false
alarms. One study found that “up to
94% of the [ICU] alarms are false.”

Thus, the alarms go off frequently.
Another study of an ICU at a chil-
dren’s hospital found that alarms
went off 2,942 times in 298 hours—

or once every ten minutes.
In ICUs everywhere, the result is

“alarm fatigue.” Consequently, the
ICU staff may never “hear” an alarm.
Or they may ignore an alarm. Or as
when my son was in an ICU, they
may simply turn it off.

Actually, we all suffer from such
“notification” fatigue. If you subscribe
to a magazine, you get monthly no-
tices that your subscription is about
to expire, even though you paid for
three years. At the airport, you ignore
the incomprehensible gibberish com-
ing over the loud speaker.

Recently, while seated at my
flight’s gate waiting to board, I figured
out that the announcement for “Ben
Robot” was for me. (Obviously, I have
no idea how many times this an-
nouncement was made. Maybe two.
Maybe 20.)

When at the counter, I was told
that I needed to check in.  I pointed
out that I already had my boarding
pass and had already made it through
security.  Obviously, I had checked
in. This confused the person at the
counter who, after numerous interro-
gations of a computer, concluded that
I had indeed checked in. Ignoring
airport gibberish is clearly a sensible
strategy.

It is sensible because all of the
alarms, all of the warnings, all of the
announcements, all of the notifica-
tions are never quite as important as
is suggested by the urgency with
which they are delivered. The false-
alarm rate might not be 94%. But it
isn’t zero. Or 6%. Most of the time,

when we ignore such a notification,
nothing bad happens.

But not always. Sometimes a pa-
tient dies. Indeed, more often than
sometimes.

Of course, no one in your organiza-
tion dies from the blizzard of notices
that it sends out. Usually, everyone
has learned, the notification is driven
by some kind of legal or regulatory
requirement. It can be safely ignored.

And if the notification is really
important—if people really have to
take some action—they know they will
be notified again. And again.

All public organizations have a
policy and procedures manual. Tradi-
tionally a big binder, it contains all of
the rules and regulations that people
have to follow. Periodically—often
frequently—new rules replace old
ones, and thus some revisions must
be distributed.

And, traditionally, employees stuff
the revisions inside the binder. Then
everyone ignores them. (Now, of
course, the manual isn’t in a binder.
It’s on a Web site, making it even
easier to ignore.)

When Thomas Glynn became dep-
uty commissioner of the Massachu-
setts Department of Public Welfare,
he discovered that employees were
bombarded with very frequent chang-
es in federal and state policy. He in-
vented an innovation. The department
would send out updates only once a
month. And, on page one of this up-
date would be a description of the
changes that were actually important.

Now there’s an innovation—and an
antidote to notification fatigue—that
all public agencies would benefit from
replicating. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

In an intensive care unit, “alarm
fatigue” can be fatal.  The “notifi-
cation fatigue” that infests public
agencies is not as deadly. Still it
can poison organizational health.
Public officials could earn much
good will by controlling their own
plague of too frequent notices.
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Be Unreasonable
On March 4, 1933, Franklin D.

Roosevelt was inaugurated as Presi-
dent of the United States. Seventeen
days later, he proposed that Congress
create a Civilian Conservation Corps.
In nine more days, Congress passed
legislation establishing the CCC.

That was the easy part. The presi-
dent was enthusiastic and Congress
was cooperative. FDR’s cabinet, how-
ever, was much less enthralled.

It can’t be done. That’s what they
told Roosevelt. After all, he wanted
more than legislation. He wanted real
results. He wanted to get young men
working—and quickly— reports Jona-
than Alter in his book, The Defining
Moment: FDR’s Hundred Days and the
Triumph of Hope. The new president
wanted a quarter of a million young
men working in the national forests
that very summer.

How about that for a stretch tar-
get? Zero to 250,000 in a few months.

Sounds rather unreasonable. In-
deed, “for all sorts of logistical rea-
sons,” Alter reports, the President
“was told repeatedly that this was
simply impossible.”

FDR was undeterred. Alter con-
cludes that “FDR’s obliviousness to
theories of pragmatism was a bless-
ing, for while his solution was practi-
cal, his means of getting there were
not, or so thought those around him.”

After all, implementation would
require collaboration among four
different federal departments: Army,
Interior, Agriculture, and Labor. That
might take a decade—or a century.

Roosevelt, however, wasn’t only
unreasonable. He was also persistent.
His message to the Department of
Labor and to Frances Perkins, its
secretary, reports Alter, was straight-
forward: “Do it now and I won’t take
any excuses.” Then, continued Alter,
“after setting this seemingly unrealis-
tic target, FDR worked on the gearing
to make it happen.”

And, it did happen. And quickly.
On April 17, the Forest Service open-
ed its first camp. By June 29, the

CCC had 270,000 men in 1,300
camps. Unreasonable, indeed.

“It can’t be done.” Any public exec-
utive should expect to hear these four
words whenever he or she even thinks
about setting a performance target.
Any specific target, let alone a stretch
target to be achieved quickly.

Certainly, most public executives
lack the personal determination,
managerial skills and political savvy
that FDR had acquired through a
half-century of personal adversity,
executive experience, and leadership
challenges. Still, any public executive
can develop a professional commit-
ment to a specific result. He or she
can learn to confront the inevitable
four-word push back: “It can’t be
done.” In doing so, the executive can
learn the necessity of being unrea-
sonable—and to persist in that unrea-
sonableness.

Roosevelt was repeatedly unrea-
sonable. Yet, as George Bernard Shaw
once explained, such unreasonable-
ness is essential:

The reasonable man adapts
himself to the world; the un-
reasonable one persists in
trying to adapt the world to
himself. Therefore all progress
depends on the unreasonable
man.

In 1994, when William Bratton
became police commissioner of New
York City, he set out to reduce crime
by 10 percent in his first year, 20
percent over two years, and 40 per-
cent over three years. Bratton was
being unreasonable. As mayor of

Baltimore, Martin O’Malley wanted
the city to fill every pothole reported
by citizens within 48 hours. O’Malley
too was being unreasonable.

Any public executive who estab-
lishes a stretch target for his or her
organization to achieve is being un-
reasonable. After all, a stretch target
is one that cannot be achieved by just
working a little harder and a little
smarter. By definition, to reach a
stretch target, an organization must
change some of its basic routines and
practices. It must alter in several
fundamental ways its strategic think-
ing and its operational tactics.

Any public executive who sets a
stretch target can expect to be told:
“It can’t be done.” And the only way to
overcome this pragmatic response is
to be unreasonable.

When a public executive explains
that some other, similar organization
has already done something similar,
they will inevitably be given the all-
purpose bureaucratic excuse: “You
don’t understand. We’re different.”

To which Shaw had yet another
retort:

People are always blaming
their circumstances for what
they are. I don’t believe in cir-
cumstances. The people who
get on in this world are the
people who get up and look for
the circumstances they want,
and, if they can’t find them,
make them.

Public executives can blame their
circumstances for their failure to
produce meaningful results. Effective
executives, however, learn to recog-
nize their luck. Then they learn how
to be unreasonable. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

“The reasonable man adapts
himself to the world; the unrea-
sonable one persists in trying to
adapt the world to himself.
Therefore all progress depends
on the unreasonable man.”

     George Bernard Shaw 
                    Man and Superman
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Stretch Targets
Eric Shinseki and Shaun Donovan

are certifiably crazy.
Shinseki is secretary of the U.S.

Department of Veterans Affairs; Don-
ovan is secretary of Housing and
Urban Development. Together they
and their departments have set out to
reduce veterans’ homelessness.

Actually, they want to do more
than reduce veterans’ homelessness.
A couple of years ago, they decided
that, by the end of 2015, they would
eliminate veterans’ homelessness.

That’s a true “performance target.”
It includes both a number (zero) and
a date (December 31, 2015).

It is also a “stretch target.” VA and
HUD will be unable to hit this target
simply by continuing with business
as usual. A “stretch target” is one that
the organization cannot achieve sim-
ply by working a little harder or a
little smarter. To achieve a stretch
target, people have to invent new
strategies, new incentives—entirely
new ways of achieving their purpose.

In January 2009, the U.S. had
75,609 homeless veterans. A year
later, the number was up slightly to
76, 329. By January 2011, however,
the number was down 12 percent to
67,495.

Oops. You don’t need a spread
sheet, a graph, or an advanced degree
in mathematics to figure out that this
trend isn’t good enough. If VA and
HUD reduce the number of homeless
veterans by 9,000 each year, it will
take them until 2017 to get the num-
ber to zero. Moreover, for 2012, re-
ducing the number by another 9,000
will be more difficult than last year’s
achievement.

Whenever an organization sets out
to accomplish a big task, it breaks it
down into small tasks and starts with
the easiest ones. Such a strategy of
small wins makes perfect sense. With
each small win, the organization dem-
onstrates progress. With each small
win, it develops the confidence that it
can accomplish something significant.
Moreover, through a series of small

wins, it learns what works, what
doesn’t—and in what circumstances.

Thus, the knowledge and confi-
dence gained by reducing the number
of homeless veterans by 9,000 can be
employed to reduce the number by
more than 9,000 in future years.

Of course, Shinseki and Donovan
are lucky. They identified a public
purpose with which no one disagrees.
No interest group is lobbying Con-
gress to create more homeless veter-
ans. If Gallup took a poll, 95 percent
of the respondents would say that the
number of homeless veterans should
be zero. (The other 5 percent, would
not understand the question and
would simply answer, “Huh?”)

Still, luck is recognizing it. And
Shinseki and Donovan were smart
enough to recognize their luck.

They recognized that they had an
important purpose that no one op-
posed. They recognized that they had
a purpose that would mobilize people
in their departments plus collabora-
tors: state and local governments,
nonprofits, and individual citizens.

They recognized that their purpose
required them to set neither a process
target nor an output target but an
outcome target. They recognized that
their purpose was precise enough
—focused on a specific, well-defined,
identifiable group of people—to make
this outcome target achievable.

They also recognized that achieving
their purpose was a complex task.
They recognized that, to achieve their
purpose, they had both to identify
and help veterans who needed hous-

ing, and to identify and help veterans
who were in danger of becoming
homeless. Not only would VA and
HUD have to invent new strategies, so
would their collaborators.

Shinseki and Donovan recognized
not just their luck but also their dan-
ger. After all, all performance targets
are dangerous. They create the obvi-
ous opportunity for a well-defined
failure. And stretch targets are doubly
dangerous, for the chance of a big win
seems so small, while the chance of a
big, public failure looms so large.

While president of GE, Jack Welch
is credited with coining the stretch-
target concept and the phrase. "We
have found that by reaching for what
appears to be the impossible, we often
actually do the impossible; and even
when we don't quite make it, we inevi-
tably wind up doing much better than
we would have done."

In business, if you miss a stretch
target but still do “much better,” you
will win kudos. In government, how-
ever, missing a publicly declared tar-
get of any size simply invites criticism
and attack.

Still, a stretch target creates pur-
pose.  A stretch target that is directly
connected to the organization’s pur-
pose invigorates and mobilizes people
in a way that no ordinary target can.
It connects their every-day work to
something significant. As Welch ob-
served: “Stretch targets energize.”

Shinseki and Donovan may be
certifiably crazy. Indeed, for govern-
ment executives who seek to achieve
significant public purposes and who
thus establish stretch targets, that
may be an essential component of the
job description. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

 A “stretch target” is one that the
organization cannot achieve sim-
ply by working a little harder or
a little smarter. To achieve a
stretch target, people have to
invent new strategies, new in-
centives—entirely new ways of
achieving their purpose.
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“Avoid the Reorganization Trap”
Tony Williams’s first lesson was

simple and direct: “avoid the reorgani-
zation trap.”

Williams was offering advice to a
couple dozen new mayors. The topic
was finance and administration, just
one of many subjects covered at the
Seminar for Newly Elected Mayors—a
biennial event co-hosted by Harvard’s
Institute of Politics and the U.S. Con-
ference of Mayors.

Williams is certainly qualified to
offer any new mayor some advice
about both the management of a city
and its finances. After all, he saved
Washington, D.C.

From 1995 to 1998, Williams was
the District’s chief financial officer
(reporting to the Financial Control
Board, not the mayor). At the end of
fiscal year 1995, the city had a $355
million budget deficit. Just 24 months
later, the city ended fiscal year 1997
with a $185 million surplus. Not bad!

Williams’s reward was to be elected
mayor—twice. On his last day as
mayor, The Washington Post observed:

Williams leaves in his wake a
city with a good bond rating,
sizable cash reserves, a more
accessible health-care system
for the underserved, several
promising neighborhood pro-
jects, a major league baseball
team, a new stadium under
construction and a home town
that is no longer the laughing-
stock of the nation.

Again: Not bad!
Still, when Williams thought about

the advice he should offer new may-
ors who will obviously be struggling
with big financial problems, he chose
to emphasize management. And in-
stead of recommending what mayor’s
should do, he suggested what they
should not do: Do not waste time,
energy, or resources reorganizing.

Remember when Jimmy Carter ran
for president? He promised “a com-
plete reorganization of the executive
branch”—“a reorganization that will
eliminate waste and inefficiency and

overlapping and confusion in the
federal government.”

What a splendid campaign theme.
Who is in favor of “waste” or “ineffi-
ciency” or “confusion”? Plus it was so
inexplicit to permit anyone to project
onto these words their own bureau-
cratic nemeses. Of course, as Herb
Kaufman, long at the Brookings Insti-
tution once wrote: “One person’s ‘red
tape’ may be another’s treasured
procedural safeguard.” Little wonder
that what appears to be a straightfor-
ward organizational issue inevitably
evolves into a political fight.

As president, Carter did convince
Congress to give him the reorganiza-
tion authority he desired (though
Congress reserved for itself the right
to veto any reorganization plan). Then
he assigned many of the best people
in his administration to the “Presi-

dent’s Reorganization Project.” What
a waste. Do you remember the new,
reorganized “Department of Trade,
Technology and Industry”?

We do now have the Department of
Education. But are today’s children
really better educated because it was
extracted from the old Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare?

The core problem is that there is
no one, perfect way to organize any-
thing. Do you put the responsibility
for health education in the health
agency or the education agency? The
health people must know more about
health. But maybe the education
people know more about how to get
the message across. Of course, anoth-
er organizational solution is to create

a Department of Health Education.
Maybe it will be better at health edu-
cation than either a health agency or
an education agency. Or maybe it will
be worse. It isn’t obvious.

Any mayor or president has scarce
resources. And not all resources are
in the budget. The key resource is the
time of talented people. Talented peo-
ple—people who can produce real
results — are clearly scarce. Yet they
(like everyone else) have only 168
hours in their week. How does a
mayor or a president want them to
spend those hours? Reorganizing
everything so that someday someone
might be able to produce real results?
Or focusing on using their tal-
ents—and developing the operational
capacity—to produce real results both
now and in the future?

Of course, Tony Williams is not the
first public servant to learn of the
reorganization fantasy. Nearly half a
century ago, Charlton Ogburn writing
about his World War II service in
Burma on “Merrill’s Marauders” ob-
served: “We trained hard, but it seem-
ed that every time we were beginning
to form up into teams we would be
reorganized.”

Why, he wondered? In Burma,
Ogburn couldn’t figure this out. But,
he reported, “I was to learn later in
life that, perhaps because we are so
good at organizing, we tend as a na-
tion to meet any new situation by
reorganizing; and a wonderful method
it can be for creating the illusion of
progress while producing confusion,
inefficiency, and demoralization.”

No wonder Tony Williams admon-
ished new mayors to “avoid the reor-
ganization trap.” d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

There is no one perfect way to
organize anything. Should a
president or governor give re-
sponsibility for health education
to the health agency or to the
education agency? Or should
this task go to a new health edu-
cation agency? It isn’t obvious.
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Nudge Leadership with Four Questions
A public executive gets a title. And

with this title, come responsibilities.
The executive has the legal respon-

sibility to follow the jurisdiction’s
rules for budget, procurement, and
personnel. He or she also has the
operational responsibility to adminis-
ter the organization’s programs and to
implement its policies.

All this, however, is not enough—
at least it is not enough to produce
some real results. Everyone in the
organization can obey all of the rules,
administer all of the policies, and
implement all of the programs and
still accomplish little of significance.

If a public agency is to produce
real results, its executives will have to
exercise performance leadership.

Unfortunately, performance leader-
ship is conspicuously different from
procedural compliance. To comply, all
the organization need do is jump
through the specified hoops: Follow
the enumerated steps. Fill out the
designated forms. Comply with the
detailed rules. Doing so may well keep
the accountability holders at bay.

Such nimble hoop jumping is not,
however, leadership.

For citizens and legislators who
seek more than compliance, this cre-
ates a dilemma. Yes: they can require
executive-branch employees to jump
through numerous hoops. Yet, few of
these hoop-jumping exercises achieve
significant results. Instead they cre-
ate, within public agencies, a rule-
obsessed culture.

What are citizens and legislators to
do? How can they encourage public
executives to develop a results-driven
culture? How can they encourage the
exercise of real leadership?

Certainly not with yet another set
of rules. No legislature—not the U.S.
Congress, not a city council—can
require leadership.

They could, however, in the spirit
of Nudge, the insightful book by
Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein,
give public executives a gentle—if not
too subtle—push.

How? Instead of constantly com-
plaining about an agency’s failure to
follow yet another arcane rule, legisla-
tors and citizens could repeatedly ask
every public executive four very spe-
cific questions:

Question 1: What is the purpose
of your agency? (Always start
with purpose.)

Question 2: What key perfor-
mance deficits are currently
hindering your ability to
achieve this purpose?

Question 3: What performance
targets have you established
for eliminating (or at least mit-
igating) these performance defi-
cits?

Question 4: What is your strategy
for achieving these targets and
thus bringing your agency
closer to achieving its purpose?

These four questions will not auto-
matically or quickly convert a rule-
obsessed administrator into a perfor-
mance leader. Still, they can nudge a
public executive to think about per-
formance and then, perhaps, to act to
improve performance.

None of this will happen automati-
cally. It will happen only if citizens
and legislators ask these four ques-
tions repeatedly and persistently.
Once is not enough. Neither is twice.
I suggest that every legislative hear-
ing begin with these four questions.

After three, or maybe seven, ses-
sions, some executives will get the
hint. They will come prepared to an-
swer these questions. Indeed, they
may come so prepared that (after the

formal introductions) they will begin
their prepared remarks by answering
these four questions immediately.

This itself is progress. But it is not
enough. For an executive could con-
clude that this is yet another hoop-
jumping exercise—a cute trick that
will inevitably (and swiftly) be re-
placed by another obsession.

This is why persistence is essen-
tial. For if legislators do not ask these
four questions at the beginning of
every interaction with an executive,
their impact will atrophy.

If, however, they ask these ques-
tions consistently and repeatedly,
executives will have to be prepared to
answer them. And, this preparing (not
the answering) is the key activity.

To answer Question 1, the execu-
tive will need to develop a clear state-
ment of purpose.

To answer Question 2, the execu-
tive will need to analyze where along
the agency’s value chain (from inputs,
to processes, to outputs, to outcomes)
are serious problems that need fixing.

To answer Question 3, the execu-
tive will need to create performance
targets—specific improvements to be
achieved by a specific date.

To answer Question 4, the execu-
tive will need to develop a creative,
realistic strategy for achieving the
agency’s targets, thus eliminating or
mitigating some of its performance
deficits so as to move closer to achiev-
ing its purpose.

To answer all four questions, a
public executive will begin to recog-
nize that with the title comes another,
more subtle responsibility: to figure
out how to develop the ability to exer-
cise performance leadership. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Citizens and legislators cannot
require public executives to exer-
cise performance leadership.
They cannot compel executives
to replace an obsession about
rules with a focus on results.
They can, however, nudge them
by asking four specific questions.
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Requirements Still Require Leadership
In 1993, Congress enacted the

“Government Performance and Re-
sults Act.” Called GPRA, this legisla-
tion sought to “improve Federal pro-
gram effectiveness and public ac-
countability by promoting a new focus
on results.” It was also designed to
“help Federal managers improve ser-
vice delivery, by requiring that they
plan for meeting program objectives.”

That’s an interesting juxtaposition:
“help . . . by requiring.” If a manager
in any organization (for-profit, non-
profit, or public) concludes that im-
proving the delivery of its services
would benefit from the creation of a
plan (or a target or anything else),
can’t he or she just do it?

Of course, the word “help” doesn’t
quite capture the spirit of GPRA. After
all, the word “help” is used only once.
In contrast, the words “require,” “re-
quired,” or “requirement” appear a
total of 20 times. GPRA isn’t about
helping. It’s about requiring.

Thus, GPRA requires each federal
agency to create a five-year “strategic
plan” that includes “a comprehensive
mission statement” plus “general
goals and objectives, including out-
come related goals and objectives.” It
requires each federal agency to create
an annual “performance plan” con-
taining “performance goals” that are
“objective, quantifiable, and measur-
able.” This plan also needs to include
“performance indicators” for “measur-
ing or assessing the relevant outputs,
service levels, and outcomes.”

Finally, GPRA requires each agency
to produce a “performance report”
that (among other things) includes
“actual results for the three preceding
fiscal years” plus “actual program
performance achieved compared with
the performance goals.”

Unfortunately, Congress is in a
difficult position. It can make federal
executives do a lot of very specific
things. But it cannot make them take
any of these things seriously. Indeed,
if an agency’s executives took perfor-
mance seriously, they wouldn’t need

legislation to “help” them create goals,
plans, and reports. They would sim-
ply take these (plus other, more use-
ful) steps all by themselves. Con-
versely, if agency executives have too
many demands and worries—well,
they can give all of these hoop-jump-
ing requirements to an intern who
has nothing important to do.

So, in December 2010, Congress
passed and President Obama signed
the “GPRA Modernization Act.” In this
legislation, the word “help” disap-
pears. But the words “require,” “re-
quired” and “requirements” make 55
appearances. Indeed, this is “an act
to require quarterly performance
assessments of Government programs
for purposes of assessing agency
performance and improvement.”

The new, improved GPRA still re-
quires agencies to create strategic
plans, performance plans, perfor-
mance goals, performance indicators,
and performance reports. It also tells
the director of the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget to “coordinate with
agencies to develop the Federal Gov-
ernment performance plan.”

The modernized GPRA also creates
“priority goals.” From its “perfor-
mance goals,” each agency has to
select its “priority goals.”

In addition, the director of OMB is
required to “develop priority goals to
improve the performance and man-
agement of the Federal Government.”
Indeed, the word “goal” (or “goals”)
appears 151 times in the 2010 legis-
lation, nearly triple the 56 times it
was used in 1993.

Then, for each performance goal
(including its priority goals), an agen-
cy must identify a “goal leader” who is
“responsible for the [goal’s] achieve-
ment.” And, for each of the federal
government’s overall priority goals,
the federal performance plan must
“identify a lead Government official
who shall be responsible for coordi-
nating the effort to achieve the goal.”

Finally, the act calls for quarterly
performance reviews during which the
director of OMB reviews progress on
each government-wide priority goal
with its “lead government official.” For
the same purpose, the head of each
agency is required to meet quarterly
with the “goal leader” for each of its
own priority goals.

In requiring, for each priority goal,
the selection of a “goal leader” or a
“lead government official,” Congress is
obviously looking for someone whom
it can hold accountable. In the time
since GPRA was modernized, public
executives may have been tripping
over each other to be identified as a
“goal leader” or, even better, as a
more prestigious “lead government
official.” Or, they may have gone into
hiding, believing that the only possi-
ble reward for being a “goal leader” is
the chance to be held accountable at
a televised Congressional hearing.

Still, Congress has clearly recog-
nized that missions, and plans, and
goals, and indicators, and measures
do not—all by their miraculous selves
—automatically produce better re-
sults. If you want to improve perfor-
mance, you need leadership, active
leadership, human leadership.

Unfortunately, Congress cannot
require leadership. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Producing results requires more
than requirements. It requires
more than missions and plans,
more than indicators and mea-
sures. In any public agency,
producing real results requires
leadership, active leadership,
engaged, human leadership.
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Be Aware (and Beware) of Campbell’s Law
The school year has begun. Yet, for

most of the past summer, schools
have been in the headlines. And not
in the way that teachers, principals,
and superintendents would like.

The headlines have not focused on
a class of inner-city students who
another Jaime Escalante (he of Stand
and Deliver fame) taught calculus.
The headlines have not been about
biology students who discovered a
new drug to cure Alzheimer’s.

From New York, to Houston, to Los
Angeles, to Washington, D.C., these
headlines have been about cheating.
But not student cheating. These
headlines have focused on cheating
by teachers and principals.

The biggest headlines have come
from Atlanta, where investigators
discovered cheating in 44 of the 56
schools that they checked. They
found 38 principals plus another 140
teachers who had participated in this
cheating.

The tactics for teacher cheating are
numerous. Teachers can simply tell
the students the answers. They can
give students identical or very similar
problems the week or day before. Or,
after the tests are collected, teachers
can erase a wrong answer and replace
it with the correct one. Thus, the ma-
chines that grade these tests now also
check to see if the number of erasures
are statistically above the norm.

A tactic that is less easy to detect
is for the teacher, when answering a
student’s query about a particular
question, to carefully put a hand on
the desk. If the teacher’s hand has
only one figure on the desk, the cor-
rect answer is number one. If there
are two fingers, the correct answer is
number two.

We should not, however, be sur-
prised by these tactics. After all, we
have put significant pressure on
schools and teachers to improve test
scores. Yes: Educators certainly affect
how much students learn. Otherwise,
why have schools? And educators
certainly affect how well students do
on standardized tests. Still, teachers

and schools are not the only influ-
ence. So when the pressure becomes
personal—when a person’s job and
income are on the line—some people
may resort to cheating. Why do you
think all of those professional base-
ball players used steroids?

Over thirty years ago, Donald
Campbell, the social scientist who
focused much of his work on the
evaluation of public policies, ex-
plained this behavior:

The more any quantitative
social indicator is used for
social decision-making, the
more subject it will be to cor-
ruption pressures and the
more apt it will be to distort
and corrupt the social pro-
cesses it is intended to moni-
tor.

As examples, Campbell offered both
crime rates and education test scores,
which he argued are “highly corrupt-
ible indicators.”

The distortion and corruption
about which Campbell worries comes,
however, in two forms. That great
American philosopher (and head of
Tammany Hall) George Washington
Plunckitt distinguished between
“honest graft” and “dishonest graft.”
Dishonest graft was illegal, and you
could go to jail for it; honest graft was
perfectly legal, but everyone knew it
was graft. Similarly, I distinguish
between “honest cheating” and “dis-
honest cheating.” Dishonest cheating
is illegal, and you can go to jail for it.
Honest cheating is perfectly legal, but
everyone thinks of it as cheating.

In education, honest cheating is

called “teaching to the test.” There is
nothing illegal about it. No one goes
to jail for it. Still, it illustrates how
putting pressure on schools, princi-
pals and teachers to improve on very
specific performance measures can
produce the distortions about which
Campbell worried.

After all, achievement tests do not
—indeed, cannot—capture all of the
theoretical concepts, cognitive capa-
bilities, and analytical skills we expect
that students will learn in school.
Some concepts, capabilities, and
skills will be easier to test objectively
than others, and those will be on the
test. And, teachers—being very hu-
man—will teach to this test.

Thus, educators often observe that
the challenge in educational testing is
designing “a test worth teaching to.”

Still, research has shown, reports
Daniel Koretz of the Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Education, that even
tests “designed to be ‘worth teaching
to’ can generate distorted incentives
and inflated test scores.”

So get over it. Don’t go looking for
the perfect performance measure. It
doesn’t exist. Don’t waste countless
meetings debating whose measure is
without defects. All measures have
them. Don’t hire expensive consul-
tants to create the penultimate mea-
sure. It doesn’t exist.

Instead, start with a good measure
(or two). Not great, not perfect, just
good. From the beginning, try to iden-
tify its inadequacies. Recognize what
problems the measure might create;
then, as you implement your perfor-
mance strategy, be alert for the emer-
gence of flaws and distortions.

When suggesting, adopting, or
employing a performance measure, all
public officials should be aware of—
and beware of—Campbell’s Law. d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
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I distinguish between “honest
cheating” and “dishonest cheat-
ing.” Dishonest cheating is ille-
gal, and you can go to jail for it.
Honest cheating is perfectly le-
gal, but everyone thinks of it as
cheating. In education, honest
cheating is “teaching to the test.”
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Leadership Responsibilities Not POSDCORB
In 1937, Luther Gulick and Lyndall

Urwick published their classic collec-
tion of Papers on the Science of Ad-
ministration. Gulick was the president
of the Institute of Public Administra-
tion and a leader in the effort to make
public administration more, well,
scientific.

In the opening essay in this collec-
tion, Gulick asked the question:
“What is the work of the chief execu-
tive? What does he do?” Gulick sum-
marized his answer in the acronym
POSDCORB, which stands for: Plan-
ning, Organizing, Staffing, Directing,
COordinating, Reporting, and Budget-
ing. Indeed, into these seven “func-
tional elements,” Gulick argued “can
be fitted each of the major activities
and duties of any chief executive.”
Impressive, huh?

Still, Gulick’s list of the chief execu-
tive’s activities and duties is missing
something—something important. It
ignores leadership. This vision of the
public executive is quite mechanical:
“Organizing,” for example, is about
“formal structure of authority through
which work subdivisions are ar-
ranged, defined and co-ordinated”
(with no recognition of the multiple,
informal relationships upon which
even the most hierarchical of organi-
zations must rely to get things done).

“Directing” is “the continuous task
of making decisions and embodying
them in specific and general orders
and instructions and serving as the
leader of the enterprise.” This “leader”
does not set targets and certainly
would never delegate discretion; he
issues orders and gives instructions.

It’s all very clinical, very sterile.
Gulick’s organizations seem to be
populated not by humans but by
automatons, in which case, of course,
leadership is unnecessary.

Gulick’s administrative functions
are clearly important. Still, they focus
on generic processes, completely de-
tached from the leadership challenge
of producing real results.

Indeed, to Gulick “planning . . . is
working out in broad outline the

things that need to be done and the
methods for doing them to accom-
plish the purpose set for the enter-
prise.”Apparently, Gulick’s chief exec-
utive has no role in thinking through
any of the nuances of this purpose.
The purpose is set—given by others,
clear and obvious. Thus the chief exec-
utive’s sole job is to focus on the
methods for accomplishing it (which
will, presumably, be communicated
through orders and instructions).

Unfortunately, in many public
organizations today, these adminis-
trative functions have deteriorated
into exercises in compliance—dom-
inated by the need to follow formal
procedures and abide by reporting
requirements—with little attention
paid to how they might help (or
whether they might hinder) the organi-
zation’s ability to produce results.

Moreover, although Gulick de-
scribes the chief executive as “the
leader of the enterprise,” his list offers
no hint about how this chief executive
might exercise leadership.

Still, there are leadership “respon-
sibilities”—things that public execu-
tives should do; activities in which
they should participate; practices in
which they should engage—that can
help everyone understand and appre-
ciate the purposes to be achieved and
the results to be produced. By under-
taking these responsibilities, a chief
executive can also help to motivate
employees, collaborators, and citizens
to pursue these purposes and results
with intelligence and commitment.

For example, there is the responsi-
bility for Leading and thus Aiming the

work of the organization to accom-
plish specific purposes. In the ab-
stract, these purposes might (or
might not) be obvious. Regardless,
translating any purpose into a spe-
cific target at which the organization
needs to aim is clearly a leadership
responsibility.

Next comes the responsibilities of
Motivating and Delegating. To achieve
the target, the chief executive needs
to motivate people to pursue the tar-
get with energy and creativity. And
this, in turn, requires the leader to
delegate responsibility for achieving
the target and (thus) for developing
new strategies for doing so.

Then, are these strategies working?
And if so, why? This introduces an-
other set of leadership responsibili-
ties: Analyzing and Learning from the
data on successes and failures. 

Of course, purely-hierarchical,
process-driven organizations have a
difficult time producing results. Thus,
the leadership needs to unleash the
powers of Innovating and Collaborat-
ing. When delegating responsibility
for achieving specific targets, the chief
executive needs to also delegate the
authority to experiment with innova-
tive strategies. Further, the leader
needs to encourage collaboration
across the multiple (and often rigid)
organizational boundaries.

Two more leadership responsibili-
ties are Performing and Accounting.
Chief executives need to ensure that
their organizations are improving
performance. And, they also need to
provide their authorizing environ-
ment—elected officials, stakeholders,
and citizens—with an accounting of
what they have accomplished.

To acronym acolytes, this could be
called LAMDALICPA. Or you could
simply think of it as “leadership.” d

Robert D. Behn, a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government, chairs the executive-
education program “Driving Govern-
ment Performance: Leadership Strate-
gies that Produce Results.” He is
working on a book tentatively titled
The PerformanceStat Potential.

Luther Gulick’s POSDCORB is
all about process—about seven
administrative functions that,
today, have deteriorated into
exercises in compliance. More-
over, this list completely misses
the chief executive’s responsibil-
ity to exercise leadership.
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Spending Time Signals Priorities
John Ehrlichman, President

Nixon’s domestic policy advisor, wor-
ried that cabinet secretaries, once
appointed, would fail to remain loyal
to the president’s agenda. “We only
see them at the annual White House
Christmas party,” observed Ehrlich-
man. “They go off and marry the na-
tives.”

This problem of organizational
parochialism of subunit managers did
not end with the Nixon Administra-
tion. It is not limited to national gov-
ernments. It is not limited to elected
officials. It is common in any organi-
zation that is large enough so that the
chief executive does not talk with
every person in the organization every
day.

If the chief executive has a policy
priority that is the responsibility of a
specific subunit, this unit’s people
may see the chief executive more fre-
quently than others (or they wish).
Or, if the organization has a major
crisis, those responding to the crisis
may see the chief executive daily.

Otherwise, the chief executive (and
his or her entire leadership team) may
see and talk with most people in the
organization only rarely. Some never.

Little wonder these subordinates
marry their natives. They rarely get
close enough to the chief executive to
even have an affair.

Obviously, this is a problem in
large organizations. But it is also
common in medium sized ones. If a
public executive has a diverse set of
responsibilities—including not just
operations, but also macro policy
decisions, legislative relations, and
politics defined very broadly—he or
she has a problem: “How do I con-
vince everyone that I am serious
about the results I want to produce?”

A chief executive can always dele-
gate to each subunit manager not
only the administration of the unit
but also significant decisions about
purpose, policy, and operations. Alter-
natively, he or she must find some
way to constantly reenforce the re-
sults he wants the organization to

produce. Without frequent, personal
contact, however, this is hard to do.

Moreover, how can a subunit man-
ager find out whether the chief execu-
tive really cares about achieving new
levels of performance? Actually, the
subunit manager has a simple test to
determine whether or not the chief
official cares about performance and
results:

If and only if a chief executive
spends the most valuable re-
source of any public official—
personal time and the per-
sonal time of his or her lead-
ership team—does the execu-
tive really care.

If an executive fails to invest any time
in improving performance, everyone
—despite all of the rhetoric—knows:
The executive doesn’t really care.

That’s why the PerformanceStat
meeting is so important. A public
agency or government jurisdiction can
call its dashboard DashBoardStat or
whatever it wishes. But unless the
organization’s chief executive, its
leadership team, and various sub-
units sit down for regular, face-to-face
discussions, they are missing a big
part of The PerformanceStat Potential.

The meeting is important for sev-
eral reasons: It gives everyone an
opportunity to discuss what they are
learning from the data. It gives them
an opportunity to discuss different
approaches for eliminating or mitigat-
ing their performance deficits. It gives
them an opportunity to decide who
should do what next. And it gives
them an opportunity to follow-up on
previous decisions and commitments.

Moreover, the meeting gives the
chief executive an opportunity to
demonstrate that improving perfor-
mance is a very high priority. How?
By spending his or her valuable
time—and the valuable time of the
leadership team—focusing on the
complex task of producing results.

No one likes meetings. Yet, every
organization has them. For such
meetings serve a variety of purposes:
they resolve differences, establish
priorities, make assignments, check
on progress. . . .  The list of reasons
for holding meetings is long—and so
is the list of meetings that any public
manager must attend.

Thus, the performance-focused
executive doesn’t schedule meetings
recklessly. After all, in holding a
meeting, the organization is consum-
ing its most valuable resource: the
time of its key people. The cost of a
meeting—the opportunity cost—is the
time that these people could devote to
other important purposes.

Every public executive—indeed,
every human—has exactly 168 hours
in every week: no more; no less. And,
at midnight on Saturday, those 168
hours are spent. Gone! No one can
put any of these hours in the bank for
another week; no one can loan any
hours to someone else. Each week,
every human has precisely the same
time budget to spend: 168 hours.

Consequently, how any individual
spends his or her time sends unam-
biguous signals about what this per-
son thinks is important. If you want
to learn the key priorities of any pub-
lic executive, don’t read the memos or
listen to the speeches. Just watch
how the executive spends his or her
most valuable resource: Time. d
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Every human has exactly 168
hours in every week: no more; no
less. At midnight on Saturday
those 168 hours are spent. Gone!
Thus, how a public executive
spends his or her time sends
unambiguous signals about what
he or she thinks is important.
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Budgeting for Today, Not for Tomorrow
It’s budget season. Time for legisla-

tures everywhere to create their bud-
gets for the next fiscal year. And in
this budget season, even more than
most, there is only one question
about spending: “How best to cut it?”
Actually, to many, the question is
more appropriately stated as: “How
least badly to cut the budget?”

For cutting any budget isn’t fun. It
makes people angry. And political
actors—even those responsible for
budgets—never like to make anyone
angry. Predictably, however, when
constituents see the budget cut for
their favorite program, they often get
more than a little angry.

So do the program’s stakeholders.
They, too, are opposed to cutting their
program’s budget. No wonder cutback
budgeting is so contentious.

Moreover, the managers of any
program whose budget is cut are not
pleased either. Intellectually, they
accept that their jurisdiction must cut
spending. Psychologically, however,
they believe that cutting their own
programs’ budget is a horrible idea.
Every public manager believes that
his or her programs are important,
essential—that they are producing
social benefits that far exceed their
financial costs.

To make this argument, they seek
proof—some kind of benefit-cost anal-
ysis. Calculate the benefits that will
accrue from next year’s programmatic
efforts. And not just next year’s bene-
fits. But also the benefits that will
accrue in the following year, and in
the year after that, and in the year
after . . . .

The examples of public programs
that generate benefits far into the
future are numerous. Programs that
improve highways this year generate
benefits for years. So do programs
that improve early childhood learning,
or that rehabilitate convicted crimi-
nals, or that reduce water pollution,
or that deter terrorists. It’s hard to
identify a public program that only
generates benefits in the single year
during which the money is spent.

Consequently, to determine the
net public value that results from
spending public funds for a specific
program next year, it is necessary to
take into account not just next year’s
benefits but also all of the benefits in
future years.

To the rescue comes one of those
concepts that everyone hated in
graduate school: present discounted
value. Today public managers every-
where are searching in their base-
ment for old, forgotten textbooks or
—even better—hiring an analytical
wonk to make all of the complex but
necessary calculations.

The analytical objective is to dis-
count the stream of future benefits
back to the present, being careful to
use a high enough discount rate so
as not to over-estimate the net pub-
lic value created by the program.

The political objective is to dem-
onstrate that next year’s expendi-
tures will—if you can take into ac-
count all of the future benefits—
generate a cumulated public value
that well exceeds next year’s pro-
jected spending. And . . . 

Voila. The present discounted
value of the future benefits does,
indeed, exceed next year’s costs.
Anyone who has taken Economics
101 quickly comprehends the argu-
ment.

Unfortunately, the political budge-
teers are not convinced. They live not
in the future but the present—the
very present. The present-value cal-
culation may be clever—perhaps
even comprehensible and believable.
Still, it does not move them.

Sure, these political budgeteers
care about the future. Just ask them.
They talk about it all the time. 

Their immediate task, however, is
to balance next year’s financial bud-
get. Not the following year’s financial
budget. Certainly not the following
decade’s public-value budget.

Indeed, they have to balance the
next year’s budget. They have little
choice.

Consequently, they’ll let next year’s
political budgeteers worry about the 
following year’s budget. They will let
the next decade’s budgeteers worry
about the following decade’s budget.

In 1981, David Stockman, Ronald
Reagan’s budget director, famously
observed, “I’m just not going to spend
a lot of political capital solving some
other guy’s problem in 2010.” And he
didn’t. In both politics and budgeting,
two decades is a very long time.

Or, to look at this from the analyti-
cal perspective of present discounted
value, political budgeteers have a
very, very large discount rate—a polit-
ical discount rate that is significantly
larger than the economic discount
rate that any economist would sug-
gest. Public value in the near future
—let alone the distant future—hardly
counts at all. Next year and next
year’s costs dominate.

In many ways, David Stockman
and today's political budgeteers think
like Scarlett O’Hara. They share the
same perspective on what to worry
about today, and what to worry about
tomorrow. As O’Hara reasons at the
end of Gone with the Wind, “I can't
think about it now. I'll go crazy if I do.
I'll think about it tomorrow.”

“After all,” O’Hara concluded, “to-
morrow is another day.” d
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Multitasking Creates Mediocrity and Mistakes
April 26, 2009. Fenway Park. Bos-

ton Red Sox vs. New York Yankees.
Bottom of the fifth inning. Bases

loaded. Andy Pettitte pitching for the
Yankees. Jacoby Ellsbury, Boston’s
fastest player, on third base. But
Pettitte isn’t paying attention.

Ellsbury steals home.
Andy Pettitte may not think so, but

to Judy and me, cheering from the
bleachers, this is baseball at its best.

In four seasons with the Red Sox,
Ellsbury has stolen 136 bases. Last
year, Ellsbury was hurt, playing only
18 games. But in 2009, he stole 70
bases—almost one every other game.

In the last five seasons, only seven
major-league baseball players have
stolen home. And, amazingly, this
was the second time that the pitcher
who wasn’t paying attention was New
York’s Pettitte.

Another one of the seven was Carl
Crawford. During his nine years with
the Tampa Bay Rays, Crawford stole
409 bases. In 2009, he stole 60. In
one game in 2006, Crawford stole
second, third, and home — against
the Red Sox.

This year, however, Carl Crawford
plays for the Red Sox. For baseball
pitchers, the combination of Ellsbury
and Crawford is going to provoke
headaches. For when either of them
gets on base, he becomes an obvious
threat to steal.

Thus, the pitcher is forced to pay
attention both to the runner and to
the batter. This is the multitasker’s
nightmare.

Unfortunately, we humans are
lousy multitaskers. If the pitcher
concentrates too much on the batter
and not enough on the runner, the
runner will have a much easier time
stealing the next base. If the pitcher
concentrates on the runner and not
enough on the batter, the batter will
have a much easier time with the
pitch—either ignoring the ball be-
cause it isn’t close to the strike zone
or hitting it because it is delivered
poorly. Ellsbury and Crawford are
going to drive pitchers crazy.

Indeed, during 2011, Ellsbury and
Crawford are going to be exhibit A &
B (or B & A) for the problem of multi-
tasking. And just wait until Ellsbury
is on third and Crawford is on first.

We humans believe, of course,
that we are excellent at multitasking.
Just ask us. In fact, however, people
who report that they are excellent
multitaskers are easily distracted.
“High multitaskers are suckers for
irrelevancy,” concluded Clifford Nass
of Stanford University. “Everything
distracts them.”

Nass and his colleagues gave a
battery of tests to both high and low
multitaskers. Guess what: The low
multitaskers did better. “Multi-
taskers were just lousy at every-
thing,” observed Nass. “We thought
multitaskers were very much in con-
trol of information,” noted Eyal
Ophir, also of Stanford. “It turns out,
they were just getting all confused.”

Floyd Bloom, the neuroscientist
from Scripps Institute calls our brain
“the most complex structure that
exists in the universe.” It can per-
form many complex tasks amazingly
well. This is because the brain’s
neurons can fire dazzlingly fast.

Between two complex tasks, how-
ever, the brain has to reset itself. We
don’t have two brains, let alone
twenty-two. We have only one. Yes:
the parts of our brain that keep the
heart pumping and the lungs breath-
ing work automatically and inde-
pendently of the parts that do the
complex thinking.

At some tasks, however, our brain
doesn’t always do so well. These are

multiple, simultaneous tasks that
involve thinking and deciding. These
tasks require the brain to reset be-
tween each thought—between each
choice. This creates a lag. And if the
brain is trying to go back and forth
between two different tasks, these
lags begin to accumulate (though to
these lags, we humans are completely
oblivious).

Some types of multitasking are
easy. We can make the bed and talk
at the same time. Making the bed is a
routine task that we have done hun-
dreds of times; it requires no think-
ing. But if two tasks are both com-
plex, the brain has to work harder.

Have you heard of “the invisible
gorilla”? Daniel Simons of the Univer-
sity of Illinois and Christopher Chab-
ris of Union College created a simple
video. Three people wearing white t-
shirts pass a basketball among them-
selves, while also weaving among
three other people in black t-shirts
doing the same thing. Simons and
Chabris asked people to count the
number of times the people wearing
the white t-shirts passed the ball.

This counting is not simple. It
requires your undivided attention. So
when a gorilla walks across the
screen, you never see it. Or, if you do
pick it up, you lose count.

When faced with two concurrent
and complex tasks, we humans have
two alternatives. Option 1: We can try
to do both tasks at the same time, in
which case we will do neither of them
well. Option 2: We can focus on just
one task—which we will be able to do
well—while ignoring the other, which
won’t get done at all.

No wonder Andy Pettitte decided it
was time to retire from baseball. d
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We humans think we are excel-

lent multitaskers. In fact, how-

ever, we are simply delusional.

Indeed, the research reveals that

those of us who do the most

multitasking are actually the

worst at it.
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Picking Measures is Leadership’s Job
The phone call was not unusual.

I’d received such calls before. I’ll re-
ceive them again.

The callers were from the analyti-
cal shop of a large public agency. The
agency director needed some perfor-
mance measures and these analysts
had been charged with producing
them. Thus, they were seeking some
advice, a few suggestions, a little help
thinking through what measures to
recommend: What characteristics
should their measures have? How
many should they offer?

Isn’t this weird? I had little more
than a newspaper reader’s knowledge
of the agency. What kind of useful
guidance could I offer?

The agency, of course, had data.
Lots of data. It had data on internal
processes. It had data from the orga-
nizations to which it distributed
funds through grants and contracts.
Indeed, the analysts described their
agency as “data rich.” The agency had
created almost a thousand measures
that subunit managers could use.
Yet, the agency collected data for only
a few of these measures.  It used even
fewer.

Indeed, although the agency had
created performance measures, it had
not created an integrated effort to use
the data. No one used the data to set
policy. No one used the data to drive
performance. As far as I could tell, no
one (save for a few wonks) even look-
ed at the data.

(I confess: I’m a data wonk. In fact,
I am eagerly awaiting the 2011 base-
ball season’s first box score.)

Rather, the principal purpose of
collecting all of these data was the
need to keep an overhead agency
happy. Today, every governmental
jurisdiction—as required by the back-
ground radiation now arriving at
earth from the big bang—has an over-
head agency that demands all of the
line agencies produce performance
measures. (Do such overhead agen-
cy’s have their own performance mea-
sures?) 

Naturally, the line agencies re-

spond by creating analytical units
with the specific task of feeding data
to the overhead agency. (You, of
course, have seen this behavior in
action.)

But using these data to actually
measure performance—to create an
understanding of how well the agen-
cy (plus those organizations with
which it collaborates through con-
tracts and grants) is doing—is not
straightforward. Even more challeng-
ing is the task of actually using such
data to motivate and produce better
results.

A prerequisite for improving per-
formance is a determination of what
better performance would look like.
Someone (or some group) needs to
decide what kind of improvement the
agency needs to make next and how
it will know when it has made some

progress. A public agency can’t use
data to tell whether or not it has
improved until it has decided along
what specific dimensions it wants to
improve.

Because this involves data, it
looks like an analytical task. It is
not. It cannot be delegated to the
wonks.

Picking performance measures is
a leadership responsibility. As al-
ways, they must start with purpose.

If the agency’s leadership team
wants to improve performance, it
needs to decide what kind of better
performance it wants to produce. It
needs to decide on which of the mul-
tiple aspects of the agency’s perfor-
mance it should focus next. It needs
to consider all of its various perfor-

mance deficits, and decide which ones
to tackle first. It needs to decide what
better results it will produce by when.
The leadership team (not the analysts)
needs to establish the agency’s perfor-
mance targets.

And then, it needs to make a
personal—and thus organizational—
commitment to these specific targets
that, when achieved, will eliminate or
significantly mitigate one or more of
these important performance deficits.

This responsibility cannot be dele-
gated to the analytical shop. The ana-
lysts can help, of course. From their
examination of the existing data, they
can suggest an abundance of different
performance deficits that the leader-
ship team could think about tackling.
They can suggest which ones might
be eliminated easily and quickly. They
can suggest which ones would be
difficult to mitigate even over years or
decades. And they can project the
potential impact on outputs and out-
comes of eliminating or mitigating
each such performance deficit.

The analysts, however, should not
be put in the position of deciding
what better performance means.
They should not be asked to commit
the entire organization to a given set
of performance targets.

Analysts can help the leadership
team make these kind of choices.
Still, these are strategic choices—not
analytical ones. They need to be made
by the organization’s leadership team.

When the top officials in any gov-
ernmental jurisdiction or public agen-
cy delegate to their analysts the task
of selecting the organization’s key
performance measures, they are
ducking their leadership responsibil-
ity. d
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The Value of Distributing Comparative Data
When Atul Gawande of Harvard

Medical School went to McAllen,
Texas to find out why health-care
costs there were high, he discovered
something interesting. The people in
Mc-Allen—including the executives
who ran the key hospitals there—did
not know that their costs were high.
They had no clue. Zero.

In McAllen, Gawande reported in
The New Yorker, health-care costs
were not just high. They were off the
charts. But you’d never know that if
you had never seen the charts, if no
one had ever shown you the charts, if
you had never gone looking for the
charts.

There are lots of different kinds of
charts for displaying data. After all,
there are lots of different kinds of
data, and depending on how the data
are analyzed and displayed, they can
offer different insights. Baseball (as I
have often noted) collects a multiplic-
ity of data on players, on teams, on
match-ups, on circumstances. Yet,
compared with medicine and health
care, baseball is a simple enterprise.

Still, the basic comparative data on
health-care costs aren’t all that com-
plicated. You need a numerator: total
costs. And you need a denominator,
which is often more difficult to select.
The most obvious denominator for
comparative health-care costs is pop-
ulation. If you divide total dollars
spent on health care in a region by its
total population, you get a useful
first-order measure with which to
compare health-care costs.

Obviously, the underlying charac-
teristics of the populations being
compared may be different. And such
differences may explain the differ-
ences in the comparative data. For
example, if a region’s population is
significantly older than another’s, it
could easily have higher health-care
costs. After all, in the United States,
people over the age of 65 consume
over a third of all health-care costs.

Still, unless the age distribution of
two geographic areas is significantly
different, it isn’t going to drive signifi-

cant differences in per-capita health-
care costs. Whenever data are com-
pared, those at the bottom have a
standard defense: “You don’t under-
stand. We’re different.” But this ex-
planation [excuse?] is valid only if this
difference is both large and relevant.

Any large public agency divides its
responsibilities among subunits. But
does each subunit know how well its
performance compares with its peers?
Or in the absence of any data, can a
subunit dupe itself into believing that
it is at least above average—if not
truly superior? If subunit managers
can assume that they are doing just
fine, they have little motivation to
improve.

To ratchet up performance, effec-
tive public executives set targets—
both for the entire organization and
for each subunit. Then, they distrib-

ute comparative data to help every
subunit honestly appraise its own
performance—to ensure that subunits
with similar targets have a realistic
understanding of how its performance
compares with that of its peers.

Fortunately, public executives have
two simple yet compelling ways to
provide feedback comparing subunit
results: The Bar Chart and The List.

The simple bar chart presents the
results for each unit and may include
a horizontal line that defines the tar-
get for all units. When a bar chart is
displayed, everyone focuses on the
tallest bar (why is this unit doing so
well?) and on the shortest bar (why is
this unit doing so badly?)

The List is even simpler. One piece
of paper has two columns. Column A

lists the units that made their previ-
ous period’s target. Column B lists
the units that didn’t make their tar-
gets. When The List is distributed at
a meeting of subunit directors, behav-
ior is very predictable. First, people
look for their own unit’s name, then
for the name of their friends’ units.

Comparative data grabs everyone’s
attention, providing them with three
useful pieces of information:

(1) The data tell every unit how
well it is doing.

(2) The data tell every unit how
well every other unit is doing.

(3) The data also tell every unit
that every other unit knows
how well it is doing.

Indeed, comparative data about re-
sults can motivate many managers
and their units to improve.

To be motivational, however, the
data must be quasi-public: This per-
formance feedback must be distrib-
uted to everyone who has a role in
achieving the overall target as well as
achieving the targets for their individ-
ual units. It doesn’t work if people are
only told the height of their organiza-
tion’s bar. It doesn’t work if people are
only told if their organization is in
Column A or in Column B. The Bar
Chart and The List can motivate peo-
ple because both provide a basis for
social comparison.

The Bar Chart and The List re-
ward—with recognition and prestige
—high-performing units and man-
agers. They also reprove—with embar-
rassment—low-performing units and
managers. Both of these feedback
mechanisms can influence unit man-
agers who value peer esteem by moti-
vating them to focus on the organiza-
tion’s key performance targets. d
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Always Start with Purpose
The Palestinians and the Israelis

are cooperating. I am not making this
up. 

Sure: They are not cooperating
about such issues as the future of
Jerusalem, or of Gaza, or of the West
Bank. That would be too much to ask.

Nevertheless, some Palestinians
and some Israelis are cooperating.
But it’s not the politicians. It’s the
scientists.

In the middle of the Dead Sea,
which borders Israel, Jordan, and the
West Bank, scientists have been drill-
ing down into the bed of this lake. For
forty days and forty nights (could I
make this up?), they have been pull-
ing up a sequence of sediment cores
that are 9 feet long and 5 inches in
diameter. The objective has been to
obtain over 1,500 feet of sediment,
which ought to cover half-a-million
years of the region’s geologic and
human history.

For several reasons, the Jordan
Rift Valley is unique. It is formed by
the boundary between two tectonic
plates, the African Plate and the Ara-
bian Plate, which create their own
geologic friction and occasional blow-
ups. In the middle is the Dead Sea,
the lowest land elevation on the
Earth, 14,000 feet below sea level.
And when we humans decided to
leave Africa, we migrated right
through this region.

Consequently, these sediment
cores will, for decades, provide re-
search opportunities for geologists,
seismologists, geophysicists, archae-
ologists, anthropologists, climatolo-
gists, and biologists. (Yes, some bac-
teria and other microbes can live in
the heavily salinated “Dead” Sea.)

So what fostered this cooperation
among Israelis and Palestinians, plus
other scientists from Jordan, Ger-
many, Norway, Japan, Switzerland,
and the U.S.? The answer is obvious:
They shared a common purpose.
Moreover, this cooperation wasn’t just
across political jurisdictions. It was
also across scientific disciplines,
which aren’t always known for play-

ing well with each other.
Still, these scientists with quite

different world views—both political
and academic—cooperated. They did
so, however, solely because they shar-
ed a common, underlying purpose:
pursuing the research opportunities
offered by these sediment cores.

Note, however, that these scientists
didn’t start by observing that the
International Continental Scientific
Drilling Program had a big rig that
they could rent. They didn’t start by
saying: “What a cool gizmo. I wonder
what I can do with it?”

Instead, they started with their
multiple scientific purposes and then
figured out: If we could rent that tool,
it would really help all of us do our
research.

When an artisan stands at a work-
bench, he or she doesn’t pick up a

saw, a hammer, and a screwdriver
and say: “Now what should I make?”
Rather, the artisan starts, logically
enough, with a purpose: “I want to
build a cabinet for my wine glasses.”
Having selected this purpose, the
artisan can design a cabinet to both
store and display wine glasses.

During the design process, the
availability of key resources is quite
relevant. If the artisan lacks the tools
or the skills necessary to implement
the design, he or she must modify the
design. Thus, to create a workable
design, the artisan may have to iter-
ate back-and-forth between the de-
sign and the tools—all the while keep-
ing focused on the purpose: to store
and display wine glasses.

Only now, having created a design

that can be implemented, does the
artisan pick up a tool. Sounds logical
enough.

But if you watch the behavior of
many managers—in all three sectors:
public, nonprofit, or for-profit—you
might think this logic is irrelevant to
the work of organizations. For many
managers start not with a purpose,
but with their favorite tool.

That tool might be the Balanced
Scorecard. It might be Total Quality
Management. Or Six Sigma. It might
be PerformanceStat. Or pay for per-
formance. Or 360-degree feedback.

Any self-respecting manager has a
large number of tools: multiple saws,
hammers, and screwdrivers. Yet,
almost every manager seems to have
his or her favorite, all purpose, Swiss
Army knife.

This tool is, indeed, “all purpose.”
Without ever thinking about purpose,
the manager starts with this tool.

In New England, winter always
brings an unwelcome chore: shoveling
snow. And in many cities, an ordi-
nance requires home owners to shovel
their sidewalks. After a storm ends,
homeowners in Boston have six hours
to shovel their sidewalks.

If they don’t? Boston’s Inspectional
Services Department may fine them
$50 per day—in some cases, more.

This might be an ideal way for the
city to help cover its budget deficit.
But that’s not how the Department’s
Lisa Timberlake sees it. “If there are
violators, what we try to do once the
first snowfall hits is try to educate
folks,” she says. “We’re not out there
trying to issue tickets, we’re just try-
ing to make sure that folks are safe.”

Ah yes: Safety. Always start with
purpose. d
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Over a century ago, Friedrich
Nietzsche wrote, “Forgetting our
objectives is the most frequent
act of stupidity.” Yet, so often
today, managers in all three
sectors select a management tool
without first asking: “What pur-
pose are we trying to achieve?”

To subscribe go to http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free!

http://www.hks.harvard.edu/thebehnreport/November2009.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/about/faculty-staff-directory/robert-behn
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/report/performance-leadership-11-better-practices-can-ratchet-performance
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/report/performance-leadership-11-better-practices-can-ratchet-performance
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/report/performance-leadership-11-better-practices-can-ratchet-performance
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/


  Bob
  Behn’s Performance Leadership Report
    An occasional (and maybe even insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges,   

 and opportunities for improving performance and producing real results in public agencies.

On the difficulty of focusing on 
Vol. 9, No. 3, November 2010

Copyright © 2010 by Robert D. Behn

Priorities in BlackBerryLand
Who sets your priorities? Who

determines the activities to which you
devote your most valuable resource:
Your time? You? Or all of the people
who are, at this very moment, send-
ing a blizzard of e-mails and text
messages to your BlackBerry?

The next e-mail that you receive
has the potential to be life changing.
It might announce that you won the
lottery. It might report that your rich
aunt just died, leaving to you her
10,000 shares of Berkshire Hathaway
stock. It might be from the Red Sox
telling you to report for spring train-
ing at their major-league complex.

Or your next e-mail could help you
to ratchet up your organization’s
performance by a big notch—perhaps
by several notches. 

How many actually have?
How many interrupted your real

work? How many distracted you from
the important public purposes you
and your organization are trying to
achieve? How many caused you to hit
the delete button with vehemence?

Any effort to produce results—real
results—requires focus. You and your
organization cannot simultaneously
produce the results necessary to
achieve a thousand different perfor-
mance targets. Not even a hundred
different performance targets. Maybe
ten. But only maybe.

For most public agencies, attempt-
ing to simultaneously ratchet up
performance on ten different dimen-
sions is simply too many.

So you have to choose. You have to
decide which one or two performance
deficits need to be fixed next and then
set the targets to get them fixed.

Indeed, Benjamin Franklin argued
that two was too many: “He that pur-
sues two hares at once does not catch
one and lets the other go.”

Your BlackBerry, however, is flood-
ing you with hares. And if one of your
organization’s key performance defi-
cits is the absence of a hare, you
ought to pick one and focus on it.
Ignore the others and develop a strat-
egy for catching that particular one.

Unfortunately, your BlackBerry
isn’t just sending you hares. It’s send-
ing you hippos, hornets, haddocks,
hamsters, hawks, and herpesviruses,
plus a few useless humans.

Of course, you could choose to play
the BlackBerry lottery, gambling that
eventually someone would send you
precisely the hare your organization
needs. But how long will it take you
to find this, very-valuable hare from
among all of those hippos and hor-
nets? And how can you be sure that
you aren’t getting the herpesvirus?

E-mail and the BlackBerry are
tools. They are useful for some pur-
poses. But not for others. Yet, as the
psychologist Abraham Maslow ob-
served, "it is tempting, if the only tool
you have is a hammer, to treat every-
thing as if it were a nail.”

E-mail is the modern world’s ham-
mer. Thus, everyone is tempted to
treat you as their favorite nail.

Pounding nails can be fun. So your
colleagues and friends have decided
to pound more messages into you.

Has anyone ever sent you an e-
mail from an office twenty-feet away?
Eye contact is so passé.

(Please note: The Behn Report sent
you this e-mail only after you explic-
itly decided to subscribe.)

Ever give the luncheon talk? It
used to be that no one looked at you;
they were distracted by folks deliver-
ing the coffee and dessert. Today, no
one still looks at you—but for a differ-
ent reason. Now everyone is focused
on their lap, pretending that you
don’t know what they are doing.

How about that meeting you chair-

ed yesterday? How many people were
thinking seriously about the specific
results that your organization needs
to produce next? How many were
seriously helping to analyze how to
overcome the next performance defi-
cit? How many were continuously
checking their BlackBerry?

This is what makes the conference
call such a fraud. Everyone is on the
phone, but just three people do all of
the thinking and all of the talking. All
of the others answer their e-mail. And
if you have a silent keyboard (or put
your own phone on mute), no one is
sure what you are doing—though (if
you never say anything worthwhile)
everyone has a very accurate guess.

Suppose, when you chair your next
meeting, you ask all of the partici-
pants to turn off their BlackBerries.
At the end of the hour, would the
world have been destroyed? Would
the world be worse off? Or, might the
discussion have been more focused
and more productive?

Indeed, by the end of the hour,
would every participant have devel-
oped a sophisticated and analytical
appreciation for what the organization
needs to do next and why?

More importantly, would every
participant know exactly what task he
or she needs to complete by when?
And, again, will they understand
why? Will they comprehend how their
tasks contribute to the results that
the organization is trying to produce?

Or, as usual, will everyone set off
to catch two or twenty inconsequen-
tial hares? d
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P.S. How many times, while you read
this single page, did you check your
BlackBerry?

Suppose, at your next meeting,
everyone turns off his or her
BlackBerry. Will the world be
worse off? Or, after the hour, will
everyone have developed a so-
phisticated and analytical appre-
ciation of what the organization
needs to do next and why? 
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Accountability Cannot Coerce Competence
For over a quarter of a century,

Robert Samuelson has written a col-
umn on economic affairs for
Newsweek. Yet this award-winning
journalist has made it clear that he
has absolutely no desire to be a man-
ager. Indeed, he once wrote, it “baffles
me why people want to be managers.”

Managers, wrote Samuelson, are
“supposed to get results—to maximize
profits, improve test scores, or what-
ever. Everyone must ‘perform’ these
days and be ‘accountable’ (which
means being fired, demoted or chewed
out if the desired results aren’t forth-
coming).” All that managers get, he
wrote, is “resentment from below;
pressure from above; loud criticism of
failures; silence over successes.”

So who becomes a manager? Often,
the top professional. For example, the
fire department’s best fire fighter
eventually gets promoted to be the
fire chief. Then, what does he or she
do? How long does it take this person
to understand that he or she is no
longer supposed to fight fires?

The new chief has a different job:
to ensure that everyone else in the
department does an excellent job at
fire fighting. If the chief is doing the
job right, he or she would never even
have to show up at a fire (except to
provide pithy quotes for journalists).
If the new fire chief is doing the job
right, he or she will have developed in
the department’s management team
the operational capacity to fight fires.

Of course, the fire department
could have planned ahead. Someone
could have recognized the leadership
potential of this future fire chief.
Thus, thinking about the future, the
city could have sent this budding
talent off to the National Fire Acad-
emy in Emmitsburg, Maryland for a
six-day course in “Management Strat-
egies for Success,” or a ten-day
course in “Effective Leadership Skills
for Fire and EMS Organizations.”

Unlike the private sector, however,
government is reluctant to invest in
the development of even its most
potentially valuable talent. Who

wants to be criticized by a crusading
journalist or political opponent for
sending a government employee off
for a vacation in Emmitsburg?

Maybe, however, government does
not really need to make an explicit
effort to develop their employees man-
agerial or leadership competences.
Maybe it can motivate accountabil-
ity—with “loud criticisms of failures.”

In the British Royal Navy, motiva-
tional accountability involved more
than criticisms of failures. In 1756,
when Admiral John Byng failed to
prevent the French from capturing
Port Mahon, he was court martialed
and executed by firing squad. In
Candide, Voltaire explained the Admi-
ralty’s approach to accountability and
motivation: “In this country, it is wise
to kill an admiral from time to time to
encourage the others.”

Today, motivational accountability
is more civilized. Still, as Samuelson
notes, this pressure is supposed to
ensure that managers “get results”
—for example, “improve test scores.”

Richard Elmore of  Harvard’s Grad-
uate School of Education is skeptical
that this accountability pressure will
—all by its magical self—produce
better test scores. He notes the com-
mon belief that “school performance
will increase to the degree that
schools and school systems ‘imple-
ment’ accountability policy”—that
“delivering clear information to
schools and their communities about
their performance will have a galva-
nizing effect on the people who work
in them, and will cause them to do
something they would not otherwise

have done to improve teaching and
student performance.” How, Elmore
wonders, will this happen?

So Elmore suggests a Gedanken-
experiment: “Imagine” he says, a
school, “in which teachers have sys-
tematically squirreled away in their
classroom closets all their best and
most powerful instructional ideas and
practices, saving them for the day
when the accountability system
smacks them on the head. Then,
magically, the good ideas come out of
the closet and school performance,
just as magically, increases.”

Actually, Elmore argues, “people in
schools are working pretty reliably at
the limit of their existing knowledge
and skill.”

For education, Elmore’s lesson is
obvious: If we want to improve the
learning that happens in our schools,
we had better improve the knowledge
and skills of the teachers. Indeed, for
any organization, his lesson is equally
obvious: If we want to improve re-
sults, we had better improve the
knowledge and skills of the people
who produce these results.

W. Edwards Deming was the father
of total quality management, the per-
son who, after World War II, taught
the Japanese how to be Japanese.
Yet, Deming observed, “I have yet to
see a quota that includes any trace of
a system by which to help anyone to
do a better job.” And, don’t forget,
Deming was talking not about govern-
ment but about the private sector.

Government jurisdictions that seek
to produce results cannot use ac-
countability pressure to coerce com-
petence. If they want better perfor-
mance, they need to develop the oper-
ational capacity to produce it. d
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If public agencies are to produce
real, significant results, they
need real, operational compe-
tence. Imposing the pressure of
accountability isn’t enough. Like
any organization, public agencies
need to develop their people
through training and mentoring.
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Assumptions Drive Conclusions
Each year, the folks at Improbable

Research recognize several scientific
publications that “first make people
laugh, and then make them think.”
This year, on the 20th anniversary of
the Ig Noble Prize, Improbable Re-
search (unconstrained by some dead
white guy’s preestablished categories)
gave its first award in “Management.”

Alessandro Pluchino, Andrea
Rapisarda, and Cesare Garofalo, from
the Department of Physics and As-
tronomy at the Università di Catania,
won an Ig Noble for their article, “The
Peter Principle Revisited: A Computa-
tional Study.”

Even if you weren’t alive in 1969,
when Laurence Peter published The
Peter Principle, you know the concept:
"In a hierarchy every employee tends
to rise to his level of incompetence."
Anyone who has worked in a hierar-
chy can offer at least one example.

So why, 40 years later, did
Pluchino, Rapisarda, and Garofalo
deserve a prize? Whimsy is part of the
answer. After all, the Ig Noble awards
“are intended to celebrate the un-
usual, honor the imaginative—and
spur people's interest in science,
medicine, and technology.”

Noting that “common sense, in
many areas of our everyday life, often
deceives us,” these three physicists
reached a remarkable conclusion:

“We obtained the counterintuitive
result that the best strategies for
improving, or at least for not dimin-
ishing, the efficiency of an organiza-
tion, when one ignores the actual
mechanism of competence transmis-
sion, [emphasis added] are those of
promoting an agent at random or of
randomly alternating the promotion
of the best and the worst members.”

Why waste time trying to figure out
who actually has the skills to do the
job? Just flip a coin.

Impressive, huh! Indeed, this man-
agement article, in the February 2010
issue of Physica A: Statistical Mechan-
ics and Its Applications, had already
generated attention from MIT’s Tech-
nology Review and The New York

Times Magazine, plus various blogs.
Since then, the Dilberts of the

world have been chortling. They al-
ways knew that they would be better
off reporting to a random colleague
than to their current, pointy-haired
boss. Yet who has actually read this
article? Anyone who does might no-
tice something. Something that can
only be described as a predestining
assumption: “The competence [of
promoted individuals] at the new level
in the hierarchical structure does not
depend on the competence they had
at the previous level.”

The authors derived this assump-
tion from “the simple observation that
a new position in the organization
requires different work skills for effec-
tively performing the new task ([which
is] often completely different from the

previous one).” Thus, they assumed
“that the competence of a member at
the new level could not be correlated
to that at the old one.”

This “simple observation” comes
with no empirical data. Apparently,
the authors used common sense.

Indeed, this article lacks any evi-
dence from any organization. The
authors are mathematical modelers.
So, rather than collect any organiza-
tional data, they made a few simplify-
ing assumptions, created a simula-
tion model, and ran it fifty times.

Still, the authors claim to be quite
familiar with how organizations be-
have. “Common sense has always
been widely used in any hierarchical
organization to manage the system of
promotions,” they write. Moreover,
this common sense “tells us that a

member who is competent at a given
level will be competent also at a high-
er level of the hierarchy.”

Still, “common sense,” these same
authors note, “often deceives us.”

So can mathematical models.
Indeed, what can be more deceiving
than the simplifying assumptions in
any mathematical model?

Such assumptions are necessary.
It is impossible to fully model any
individual’s behavior—let alone the
behavior of many people working in
an organization. Assumptions make
the mathematics feasible. And, in this
article, the authors do present their
assumptions clearly.

Once those assumptions are made,
however, everything is downhill. The
conclusion is inevitable: If every appli-
cant’s accumulation of past compe-
tences has zero relevance for the next
job, flipping a coin makes sense.

Yet, suppose you modify this criti-
cal assumption. Suppose the organiza-
tion’s leadership had developed a
sophisticated appreciation of the
skills and talents needed by different
people with different responsibilities.
Suppose that the organization also
created a training strategy to develop
those skills and talents so that, when
it came time to fill a position, there
existed several people within the orga-
nization who had the requisite skills.
Damn. The mathematics just became
much more complex.

Every analysis—not just mathe-
matical simulations—depends upon
assumptions. Indeed, the assump-
tions that analysts make can predes-
tine their conclusions. So, before you
ever look at the conclusions derived
from some mathematical model, first
check the assumptions. d
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Every mathematical model re-
quires assumptions. No one can
model something as complex as
an organization without making
assumptions. Yet those assump-
tions can effect the conclusion.
Indeed, those assumptions can
predestine the conclusion.
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Homo Recognicus not Homo Economicus
A few years back, I was chatting

with Martin O’Malley, former mayor of
Baltimore, now governor of Maryland.

O’Malley had recently been meeting
with a group of business executives
from the city, when one of them com-
mented: “Mr. Mayor, it looked like
there were garbage men in your box
the other night.” To which O’Malley
replied, “That’s right.”

The mayor of Baltimore has a box
for all games of the Baltimore Orioles
baseball team and another for all
games of the Baltimore Ravens foot-
ball team. And what did O’Malley do
with his box? He used it to recognize
the work of particularly effective, or
uniquely innovative, or just damn
good public employees.

These city employees could, of
course, have easily purchased tickets
to any Orioles baseball game they
wanted to attend. The team was terri-
ble and the days when their Camden
Yards ballpark sold out every game
had long since passed. Still, for the
members of this excellent sanitation
crew, these tickets were, for two rea-
sons, a significant reward.

First, the mayor’s box is not merely
a group of seats located next to the
dugout.  No. High above the field,
with a collection of cushy, tiered
seats, the box offers a great view. And
behind the seats is a small room with
catered food (and drinks).

Second, do you think the crew kept
quiet about this recognition? Of
course not! They told all of their
friends—both their personal friends
as well as fellow city employees—
about the game. About the seats.
About the food. And about the drinks.

They also told everyone why they
were there. Soon everyone in the
Bureau of Solid Waste knew that this
crew had gone to the game. And why.

Moreover, the crew and their
friends knew that the mayor knew
that they were doing an excellent job.

“The mayor knew? I didn’t think he
even knew we existed.”

Despite the conventional wisdom,
Baltimore’s CitiStat meetings aren’t

just a Gotcha Game. At every CitiStat
meeting, the mayor’s staff is always
looking to identify city employees who
deserve recognition.

You might think that this is com-
mon behavior for all public execu-
tives. I haven’t observed it.

Today, government officials believe
that all public employees are all from
that uniquely motivated species:
Homo Economicus. And from their
reading of the motivation strands on
this species DNA, public officials be-
lieve that every government employee
is hard wired to appreciate monetary
rewards—and only monetary rewards.
How else can you explain the obses-
sion with pay-for-performance?

The assumption is quite explicit: If
I can’t pay my staff people more, I
can’t motivate them.

Unfortunately, in a time of fiscal
contraction, finding the funding to
provide anything but token raises to
an agency’s best staffers is difficult.
No, it is impossible.

Fortunately, Homo Economicus is
extinct. The psychologists have long
known this. Now the economists—or,
at least, the behavioral economists—
recognize this too.

Thus, all is not lost. A lot of the
people who work for government are
from the species Homo Recognicus.
They want to do a good job. But that’s
not all.  They also want to be recog-
nized for doing a good job. And they
want that recognition to be public—
very public. They want their recogni-
tion for doing a good job to be drama-
tized widely and magnified signifi-
cantly.

Actually, even people who work for
the private sector are from Homo
Recognicus. “On a number of occa-
sions, I’ve forgotten to pay out the
small cash prizes we have at Google,
and nobody noticed,” recalls Bo
Cowgill, a Google product manager.
“But everyone notices when the T-
shirts that show who won don’t
come.”

Of course, the people who work for
Google are well paid. If a group wants
to buy a set of box-seat tickets, they
might easily do so. So the bonus may
not mean all that much. Still, they
damn well better get their T-shirts.

The members of Homo Recognicus
who work for government do like their
pay. And if they and their family are
on food stamps, they do need more
pay. Public executives do have to fight
to ensure that everyone on their staff
is paid at an adequate level.

But they also need recognition.
Sure, you don’t control a set of

fancy box seats at a major sports
arena (or even two seats at a minor
sports arena). If you are imaginative
enough, however, you will discover
that you can create a variety of perks
—symbolic gestures that dramatize to
the folks who work in your organiza-
tion that you know who is doing an
outstanding job and that you apprec-
iate their creativity and effort.

Yes, the people who work in your
organization have some DNA strains
from the species known as Homo
Economicus. But you need to recog-
nize that they are truly from Homo
Recognicus. When they do a good job,
they want to be recognized for it.

Moreover, the members of Homo
Recognicus don’t just love box seats.
They also love T-shirts. d
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The human species Homo Econ-
omicus needs adequate pay. But
Homo Recognicus craves recogni-
tion. Effective public executives
invent multiple ways to publicly
recognize particularly effective,
uniquely innovative, or just
damn-good public employees.
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Getting People to Pay Attention to the Details e  

The U.S. Centers for Disease Con-
trol devoted the March-April 2001
issue of its journal, Emerging Infec-
tious Diseases, to papers presented at
the Fourth Decennial International
Conference on Nosocomial and
Healthcare-Associated Infections.
(See, after reading only one sentence,
you’ve already learned a new word:
“nosocomial” means originating or
taking place in a hospital.)

And what did CDC put on the
cover of this issue? Robert Thom’s
painting titled: “Semmelweis: De-
fender of Motherhood.” Who, you
might ask, is this Semmelweis guy?

Answer: Ignaz Semmelweis was a
Hungarian who practiced medicine in
Vienna in the mid 1800s. And why,
you might also ask, is this relevant to
me, a 21st century public executive?

Answer: Semmelweis discovered
something very important: It really
helps if doctors wash their hands.

In Vienna’s General Hospital,
Semmelweis observed that women
who had just given birth died of
childbed fever much more frequently
in one clinic than the other. In 1846,
the death rate for women who gave
birth in the First Clinic staffed by
medical students was 11.4%. In the
Second Clinic staffed by midwives-in-
training, the death rate was 2.7%.

Such a disparity might cause any-
one to say, “that’s funny.” As always,
that is a hint: The funniness suggests
that there is something to learn.

In Vienna, women had learned that
the First Clinic was dangerous. They
begged to be admitted to the Second
Clinic, or they chose to give birth at
home or simply in the street. The
odds that they, and their babies,
would survive were much better.

Semmelweis analyzed the accepted
theories of the day, but none ex-
plained the difference. Then, in March
1847, a colleague died after being
accidently cut by a student’s scalpel
during an autopsy; he had died, his
own autopsy revealed, from the same
“blood poisoning” that was killing the
women. The light bulb went off. The

medical students who worked in the
First Clinic did so after having per-
formed autopsies. The student mid-
wives were never in the autopsy room.

Semmelweis concluded that the
women were dying from “cadaveric
poisoning.” He required each physi-
cian examining women to wash their
hands in a chlorinated lime solution.

In April 1847, of the women who
gave birth in the First Clinic, 18.3%
died. In May, the hand washing be-
gan. In June, of the women giving
birth in the same clinic, just 2.2%
died. That’s when the “Eureka” came.
Semmelweis had “found it.”

The data were impressive. But not
to the medical establishment. It took
a long while before doctors started
practicing what Semmelweis preach-
ed. After all, Louis Pasteur had yet to

develop the germ theory of disease. So
19th century doctors had no logical
framework for appreciating Semmel-
weis’s cause-and-effect diagnosis let
alone his prescription.

“I’ve been doing some reading,”
Commissioner Edward Davis told
Boston’s top police executives at one
CompStat meeting. What had Davis
been reading? The latest edition of
Police Field Operations?

No. Davis had been reading Atul
Gawande’s Better: A Surgeon’s Notes
on Performance. In a chapter “On
Washing Hands,” Gawande explains
why this is crucial: Every year, in
U.S. hospitals, two million people get
an infection. And 90,000 of them die.

Davis, however, wasn’t worried
about getting his police officers to
wash their hands. He was concerned

about the generic problem: How do
leaders of large organizations—hos-
pitals or police departments—con-
vince people to pay attention to the
operational details, the little details?

Preventing infections in hospitals,
wrote Gawande, “is not a problem of
ignorance.” Rather, “it is a problem of
compliance.” Docs know they should
wash their hands but do so less than
half the time. As Gawande notes,
“achieving compliance is hard.”

And not just in hospitals. Davis
had quickly recognized the parallel
between the washing-hands challenge
that hospitals face, and the challenge
that he faces. He directly supervises
none of his department’s 2,000 front-
line police. Indeed, most of the time,
no one is supervising the cop on the
beat. They are what Michael Lipsky of
Georgetown University called “street-
level bureaucrats,” who, precisely be-
cause they are not directly super-
vised, exercise a lot of discretion.

This is not a 21st century problem.
Millennia ago, it perplexed every tribal
leader who tried to coordinate a hunt.

Davis—like all public executives—
is always trying to convince his front-
line staff to pay attention to the de-
tails. And, at that CompStat meeting,
he wasn’t just looking for ways that
he could do this. He also wanted his
entire executive team to pay attention
to the detail of getting their front-line
staff to pay attention to the details.

“We always hope for the easy fix:
the one simple change that will erase
a problem in a stroke,” observes
Gwande. “But few things in life work
this way. Instead, success requires
making a hundred small steps go
right.” The details count.

Just ask Ignaz Semmelweis. d
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Public executives don’t just face
unique 21st century problems.
Many are millennia old. For ex-
ample, how can they get those
“street-level bureaucrats” who
exercise a lot of unsupervised,
on-the-job discretion, to pay at-
tention to the details?
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The Cynics, The Idealists, and The Realists
At a meeting a while back, some-

one from the central administration of
a large, well-known university was
reporting on how many faculty mem-
bers from different university units
had filled out their evaluation form for
their staff assistant—a form that had
proven notoriously difficult to get
faculty to complete despite much
publicity and a very specific deadline.
This administrator explained that
several units had reported more than
an 80 percent completion rate.

And, continued this administrator,
“the rest . . . ”

At which point I blurted out: “The
rest are telling the truth.”

For such spontaneous interjections
(I can’t help myself), I get labeled a
“cynic.” Yet, when it comes to how
humans behave in organizations, I
consider myself to be a “realist.”

After all, university faculty
flagrantly fail to fill out all sorts of
forms.  And in this case, most faculty
saw absolutely no personal benefit to
completing this form.

Here’s why: In many universities,
each faculty member shares a staff
assistant with several colleagues.
Thus, each faculty member is compet-
ing for the time of his or her (shared)
staff assistant. And for whom will the
staff assistant provide the best work?
The faculty member whose rating is
high? Or the one whose rating is low?

Thus, for a faculty member who
does fill out the form, only two possi-
ble boxes make any sense. The domi-
nant incentive is to check the box
labeled “super-exceeds all possible
expectations.” When, however, a fac-
ulty member wants to get rid of the
existing assistant, the incentive is to
check the box labeled “grossly horri-
ble.” For this performance appraisal
system, no other box makes sense.

Yet, whenever I explain this to
anyone from human resources, I am
inevitably labeled a “cynic.”

So what exactly is the difference
between a “cynic” and a “realist”?

Both cynics and realists observe
precisely the same human behavior.

Both note that the consequences of
this conduct are dysfunctional (cer-
tainly for the organization but per-
haps not for the individuals or for
their small subunits). Yet the cynics
and the realists interpret the available
data quite differently.

The cynics observe what people are
doing and conclude that the behavior
is weird, bizarre, mysterious . . . sim-
ply inexplicable.

Okay: That’s not quite right. The
cynics do think that the dysfunctional
behavior is explicable. They explain it
by asserting that those involved are
stupid or irresponsible or both. These
narrow-minded, self-centered morons,
the cynics assert, are putting their
own personal concerns above the
important purposes that the organiza-
tion is seeking to achieve.

In contrast, the realist explains the
behavior in terms of the incentives
and motives that are inherent to orga-
nizational life. Many of these incen-
tives are common to most, if not quite
all, organizations: large or small;
public, nonprofit, or for-profit. Some-
times these incentives are unique to
the organization, having been shaped
by its own unique systems, specific
rules, and particular rewards.

Of course, there are also the
idealists.  They completely disregard
the data about organizational behav-
ior. They believe that good humans
should always do the “right thing.”
Thus, the idealists ignore the influ-
ence of systems, rules, and rewards.

Idealists are even more dangerous
than cynics. For while cynics simply
accept that human behavior is per-

verse and leave it at that, idealists
assume that human behavior is, well,
ideal: Humans are good and thus
should (and will?) do the obviously
“right thing.” They do not bother to
think about how to structure the orga-
nization’s systems, rules, and rewards
to motivate this desired behavior.

Nothing quite captures the ideal-
ist’s world as does Steve Kerr’s classic
article, “On the folly of rewarding A,
while hoping for B.” Kerr, who later
served as chief learning officer for
both GE and Goldman Sachs, cited
examples from government, business,
politics, and sports. Observed Kerr:
“Managers who complain about lack
of motivation in their workers might
do well to consider the possibility that
the reward systems they have in-
stalled are paying off for behavior
other than what they are seeking.”

The realist, recognizing that every
organization automatically creates
incentives, seeks to eliminate or neu-
tralize the systems, rules and rewards
that promote dysfunctional behavior,
and to foster ones that help achieve
the organization’s purposes.

If you want to accomplish anything
in any organization, you need realists
who understand how real humans
really behave in real organizations.
You need realists who can predict
how ordinary humans will respond to
any change in the organization’s for-
mal systems or informal practices.
For if you don’t, you will be abetting
behavior that everyone (realists, cyn-
ics, and maybe even idealists) recog-
nizes as dysfunctional.

Without a few realists to explain
the incentives that your organization
is creating, you will end up begetting
a very large number of cynics. d
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The cynics observe how people
behave in an organization and
conclude these self-centered mo-
rons are stupid or irresponsible.
In contrast, the realists recognize
that organization’s own systems,
rules and rewards have moti-
vated the dysfunctional behavior.
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Leadership Is Not A Reductionist Endeavor
Bureaucracy is a reductionist’s

ideal. It functions as a machine, with
each distinct component doing its
own distinct, specific task. The hard
drive on your computer does not try
to do the monitor’s task; similarly,
one component of the bureaucracy
doesn’t try to do another’s task.

When the monitor fails, you get a
new one. You don’t have to redesign
your computer from scratch. You
don’t have to figure out how the new
monitor will work with the old hard
drive. There is no ambiguity about the
tasks assigned to the monitor, or the
code that specifies how it should be
done. The new monitor, programmed
to perform the same tasks, can simply
replace the defective one. You may
need to run a few diagnostic tests to
ensure that the old hard drive’s code
can talk to the new monitor’s code,
but once these links have been veri-
fied, the computer will work as before.

Any machine can be reduced to its
discrete parts. If each part does its
assigned task, the machine works
fine. Indeed, the machine is nothing
more than the sum of its parts.

Max Weber, the German sociolo-
gist, believed that bureaucracy was
the best form of organization because
of “its purely technical superiority.”
The bureaucracy’s hierarchy, rules
and rationality gave it, he argued, the
advantages of “unambiguity.” Indeed,
wrote Weber, “bureaucracy is like a
modern judge who is a vending ma-
chine into which the pleadings are
inserted together with the fee and
which then disgorges the judgment
together with the reasons mechani-
cally derived from the Code.”

The Code. It might be computer
Code or bureaucratic Code. It works
the same way. Every component does
its assigned tasks—and only its as-
signed tasks. No ambiguity. A ma-
chine is perfectly reducible to the sum
of its parts. So is a bureaucracy. 

Thus, you design a bureaucracy
the same way you design a computer.
A team of engineers—be they com-
puter engineers or bureaucratic engi-

neers—are given an assignment: De-
sign this machine to perform these
specific tasks. The team decides what
components the machine needs to
perform these tasks and how these
components will interact.

Then smaller groups design each
component, seeking to maximize its
efficiency. Finally, the team puts the
components together, and tests their
ability to interact properly for the
inevitable glitches. But once the ma-
chine passes these tests, no one
needs a team of engineers hovering
over the machine. If each component
of the machine works efficiently, the
entire machine works efficiently.

This reductionist ideal became
known as “scientific management.” To
Frederick Winslow Taylor, managers
had the burden “of classifying, tabu-
lating, and reducing” the knowledge

about how work gets done “to rules,
laws, and formulæ.” He focused on
“the task,” which he called “perhaps
the most prominent single element in
modern scientific management.” The
task “specifies not only what is to be
done but how it is to be done and the
exact time allowed for doing it.”

Woodrow Wilson, in his academic
writing, provided a third tenet to the
reductionist ideal of bureaucratic
government: Administration should
be separated from politics.  

“The field of administration is a
field of business,” wrote Wilson.  “It is
removed from the hurry and strife of
politics.” Wilson argued that “the
broad plans of governmental action
are not administrative.” In contrast,
“the detailed execution of such plans

is administrative.” To Wilson, “this
discrimination between administra-
tion and politics is now, happily, too
obvious to need further discussion.”

Were that so. If only the strife of
politics would establish the broad
plans so that all that is left for public
executives is to specify the means.

But the reality is quite different.
Improving performance in the public
sector cannot be achieved by relying
on the reductionist ideal. Wilson’s
“politics” fails to provide the “general
plans”—let alone any kind of perfor-
mance targets—that the bureaucratic
machine can administer with mere
“detailed execution.”

Thus, to improve performance,
there exists no bureaucratic “code.”
There is no organizational machine
that, by following Weber’s unambigu-
ous hierarchy and precise rules, will
ratchet up performance. Improving
performance cannot be reduced to
Taylor’s “task” that specifies how
better results are to be produced.

Instead, the leaders of public agen-
cies who seek to improve performance
have to identify significant perfor-
mance deficits and set specific perfor-
mance targets. They have to craft a
macro strategy for motivating employ-
ees and collaborators to employ en-
ergy and creativity to produce results.

If human activity were perfectly
reductionist, if there were no ambigu-
ity, we could all move to Vermont or
Tahiti and communicate solely via e-
mail. There would be no ambiguity.
Everyone would follow the code. No
human contact, no eyeball-to-eyeball
conversation would be required.

That explains why performance
leadership can never be a reductionist
endeavor. d
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If human activity were perfectly
reductionist, we could all move
to Vermont or Tahiti and com-
municate solely via e-mail. There
would be no ambiguity. Everyone
would follow the code. No human
contact, no eyeball-to-eyeball
conversation would be required.
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Combine Ted Williams’s Goals and Grit
On next-to-the-last day of the

baseball season, Ted Williams had a
batting average of .39955. That num-
ber is off the charts. Any major league
baseball player who has a batting
average above .300—that’s three hits
for every ten chances—is a very good
hitter. Over an entire season, for
every ten chances, Williams was get-
ting nearly—but not quite—four hits.

Still, .39955 does round off to .400.
So, to preserve a very impressive .400
average, Williams could have simply
not played on the season’s last day.

Not Williams. He played. On that
Sunday afternoon, in four at bats,
Williams had four hits. His average
was now a nice, comfortable .4048.
But the team had another game to
play. Again, to preserve his .400 sea-
son, Williams could have sat it out.
Not Williams. He played the second
game, too. Going two for four, Wil-
liams ended the season with a batting
average of .406.

That was in 1941. In over half a
century since, no major-league base-
ball player (not even a steroid imbib-
er) has hit .400 for an entire season.

Ted Williams was a man with a
purpose. “A man has to have goals
—for a day, for a lifetime,” said Wil-
liams. And his was “to have people
say, ‘ There goes Ted Williams, the
greatest hitter who ever lived.’ ”

Williams, of course, had several
valuable assets. He had superb eye-
sight and excellent hand-eye coordi-
nation. And he was intelligent too. He
was always studying pitchers and
pitching.

Williams determined that a pitch-
er’s fastball came in at an angle of 4.5
to 5 degrees to the horizontal, while
for a curveball the angle was between
10 and 15 degrees. Thus, he con-
cluded that his swing should have a
slight uppercut, thus creating a larger
“impact zone,” the time during which
his bat had contact with the ball.

Moreover, he understood Bernoul-
li’s principle of fluid dynamics that
explained why curve balls curved and
why airplanes (like the ones he flew in

World War II and the Korean War)
stayed in the air. “You had to be an
MIT graduate,” said pitcher Bob
Lemon, “to know what the hell he was
talking about.”

But above all, Williams had grit. In
pursuit of his goal—to become base-
ball’s greatest hitter—he was indefati-
gable, both intellectually and physi-
cally.

"Ballplayers are not born great,”
Williams argued when he was in-
ducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame.
“They're not born great hitters or
pitchers or managers. And luck isn't
the big factor. No one has come up
with a substitute for hard work. I've
never met a great player who didn't
have to work harder at learning to
play ball than anything else he ever
did." Indeed, Williams always worked
hard.

In the final at bat of his career,
Williams hit a home run. John
Updike wrote a now-classic article in
The New Yorker about that game:
“Hub Fans Bid Kid Adieu.” In it
Updike described Williams as “the
classic ballplayer of the game on a hot
August weekday, before a small
crowd, when the only thing at stake is
the tissue-thin difference between a
thing done well and a thing done ill.”

Yes, Williams’s intelligence and
natural ability were important. Equal-
ly so were his goals and his grit.

Angela Duckworth, of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania’s Department of
Psychology, defines “grit” as the “per-
severance and passion for long-term
goals.” Moreover, she and her col-
leagues have found that “grit may be

as essential as talent to high accom-
plishment.”

For example, West Point plebes
who score high on the grit scale are
more likely to survive Beast Barracks.
Moreover, this measure of grit is a
better predictor than the summary
measure created by the Academy’s
admissions committee.

From their research, Duckworth
and her colleagues conclude that the
same applies to teachers and stu-
dents. Novice teachers who measured
higher on grit produced higher aca-
demic gains in their students. Grittier
undergraduates earned better grades.
And adults with more grit finished
more years of education.

To Duckworth’s research group,
grit means “working strenuously to-
ward challenges, maintaining effort
and interest over years despite fail-
ure, adversity, and plateaus in prog-
ress.” Moreover, Duckworth’s  re-
search “suggests that one personal
quality is shared by the most promi-
nent leaders in every field.” That qual-
ity is “grit.”

Yes, to improve an agency’s perfor-
mance, public executives need talent.
But they also need grit. “Achievement
is the product of talent and effort,”
writes Duckworth, and this effort
must be more than short bursts of
intensity. The “consistency and dura-
tion” of this effort is essential.

As Peter Drucker once observed,
“whenever anything is being accom-
plished, it is being done, I have
learned, by a monomaniac with a
mission.”

From 1939 through 1961, the left
fielder for the Boston Red Sox was a
monomaniac with a mission. His
name was Ted Williams. d
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Effective leaders, report Angela
Duckworth and her colleagues,
share a “perseverance and pas-
sion for long-term goals.” To im-
prove performance, public execu-
tives need this same kind of
consistent and durable effort.
Like Ted Williams, they need grit.
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Reciprocity, Corruption, and Performance
It’s called “the norm of reciprocity,”

“the law of reciprocity,” “the rule of
. . . ,” “the code of . . .” Regardless of
the phrase, the idea is obvious: Reci-
procity makes the world go round.

We humans have managed to sur-
vive because we understand the per-
sonal and societal benefit of reciproc-
ity. If you offer me a benefit, you ex-
pect a benefit in return. Individual
reciprocity creates a web of obliga-
tions that fosters social cooperation.
No wonder the normative version is
called the “golden” rule.

If you offer a trivial benefit (e.g.,
holding a door), you don’t expect very
much. If, however, the benefit is sig-
nificant (e.g., box-seat tickets to a Red
Sox game), you expect something
equally significant in return.

Indeed, the norm of reciprocity
obligates me. I am bound to return
the favor. I don’t have to reciprocate
tomorrow. I don’t have to reciprocate
with Red Sox tickets. Still, we both
expect that eventually I will reply with
something of roughly equal value.

Moreover, if you ask me for a favor
—particularly if your request is less
demanding than your original favor—I
almost have no choice. I can claim
that I can’t comply with your request
because I have to be at my son’s col-
lege graduation. But this competing
obligation had better be significant.

Unfortunately, reciprocity also has
a down side. It is called corruption.

Reciprocity doesn’t just make the
world go round. It also corrupts it.
For the request for a return favor may
not be quite right. An initial request
may be only slightly improper. Noth-
ing illegal or unethical. Indeed, com-
pared with the original favor, this
request is small. How can I say “no”?

Still, neither of us is naive. Both of
us know what has transpired.

It’s the next proffered favor that is
the test. Can I turn it down? For if I
don’t, I may find myself (after this
next favor) obligated to something big-
ger—and less legitimate.

A century ago, the United States
and other nations created some reme-

dies for the corruption problem. They
designed several institutions—civil
service, in particular—to take reci-
procity out of the delivery of public
services. No longer would people get
public-sector jobs as a favor; no lon-
ger would executive-branch employ-
ees be obligated to patrons for their
jobs. Now, when making decisions or
delivering services, public employees
would owe a favor to no one. Now,
these civil servants would follow the
rules. The result was bureaucracy.

Max Weber, the German sociolo-
gist, viewed this shift to bureaucracy
as both inevitable and desirable. Bu-
reaucracies, he wrote, were not moti-
vated by personal reciprocity; they
were built on impersonal rational-
ity—on “the emotionally detached,
and hence rigorously ‘professional’
expert.” Moreover, Weber emphasized,
a bureaucracy “follows general rules,
which are more or less stable, more or
less exhaustive.”

A century later, we are unhappy
with our bureaucracies. Their rules
are designed to deal with the average
problem. This helps create a floor of
operational consistency. Unfortu-
nately, the average problem for which
these rules are designed is quite un-
common. Each specific problem has
too many disparate components to be
captured by some rational average.
We appreciate that, to produce real
results, general rules and impersonal
rationality have limitations.

To improve performance, public
agencies have to adapt general princi-
ples to local circumstances. We don’t
expect the police to use precisely the

same crime-fighting tactic in every
precinct. We don’t expect every school
to teach precisely the same lesson on
the third Thursday of May. We know
that different precincts have different
crime problems, that different stu-
dents in different schools have differ-
ent educational needs.

We recognize that, to improve per-
formance, public employees need to
employ not impersonal rules but their
personal knowledge of the specifics of
the local problems and the local con-
ditions. We don’t want them to be
emotionally detached; we don’t want
them to be indifferent to the victims
of crime or the education of children.

To reduce crime or educate chil-
dren in specific circumstances, we
expect public executives to exercise
leadership in identifying what princi-
ples to apply and how. We know that
an effective strategy for a specific
problem is never fully described or
prescribed in even the thickest text-
book. We know that identifying an
effective strategy will require experi-
mentation and adaptation.

From public executives, we don’t
want impersonal, stable rationality.
We expect personal, subtle discretion.

But discretion opens the door to
reciprocity—and thus to corruption.
This is why any governmental juris-
diction that seeks to improve perfor-
mance must first eradicate corruption
from its bureaucracy. Otherwise, any
effort to improve performance by giv-
ing public executives the flexibility to
experiment with different strategies
that might (or might not) work in
different circumstances is little more
than an invitation to experiment with
the personal benefit to be gained from
the norm of reciprocity. d
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To develop specific strategies to
solve specific performance prob-
lems requires experimentation
and adaptation. This, in turn
requires discretion, which opens
the door to reciprocity. And reci-
procity has its down side. It is
called corruption.
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The ‘Egregious’ IG Mentality
Laura Chick is looking for “some

egregious something or other.” Chick
is California’s inspector general for
the $50 billion the federal government
is sending the state under the Ameri-
can Recovery and Reinvestment Act.
Last summer, Governing magazine, in
an article titled “Laura Chick Is
Watching,” reported that she is “hop-
ing ‘to find some egregious something
or other—soon, fast, early—because
I’m going to blast it out there.’”

For cops, auditors, and inspectors
general, the good news is that there
will always be bad guys. The bad guys
will keep the good guys in business.
But, should the cops be hoping to
find muggings? Should auditors be
hoping to find fraud? Should IGs be
hoping to find egregious somethings?
If they don’t find them, they’ll be look-
ing for  work. Still, should they actu-
ally wish for them? Should we?

I thought we citizens would wish
for zero muggings. I didn’t think that
we wished for egregious muggings.

The theory, of course, emphasizes
deterrence. Aggressive cops, auditors,
and IGs will deter the bad guys. Un-
fortunately, in the pursuit of deter-
rence, the cops can get a little too
aggressive. Sometimes, the night-
sticks come out when they aren’t
really necessary.

Today, anyone with a cell phone
can quickly tape such egregious de-
terrence. The video goes on YouTube
and the 11:00 p.m. news, and soon
stakeholder groups are protesting this
official, and very public, mugging.

It is also possible to video tape an
aggressive auditor or IG. Some of
them want to be on YouTube and the
11:00 p.m. news. So they make it
easy; they hold a press conference.

Sometimes, however, in pursuit of
deterrence, an IG might just happen
to blast a public employee a little too
aggressively. To those with the IG
mentality, however, such auditing
nightsticks are all part of the game.

Several years ago, I was on a task
force examining the management of a
large public agency. We interviewed

all of the managers who reported to
the agency director. One member of
our group asked each of these manag-
ers how the director evaluated his or
her performance. This question was
embarrassing. People fidgeted. They
avoided eye contact. The only answer
that more than one manager offered
was: “I guess if I keep my name out of
the newspaper I’m doing a good job.”

What incentives do the IGs create?
Do they deter fraud and abuse? I
hope so. But perhaps, just perhaps,
they also encourage waste.

Last month, Chick wrote Califor-
nia’s governor, Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger, complaining that the state’s Of-
fice of Historic Preservation was tak-
ing too long to approve the expendi-
ture of federal stimulus funds: “Every
day that a project is stalled is a delay
in creating desperately needed jobs.”

Unfortunately, she told the gover-
nor, before construction can begin,
“there are numerous hoops to jump
through.” I’m sure that Captain Chick
was shocked, shocked to find numer-
ous hoops to be jumped through!

Chick called the Recovery Act an
“opportunity” to find “ways to stream-
line, eliminate needless hurdles, slash
bureaucratic red tape and implement
efficiencies.” Thus, she wrote, “expert
minds in state government must
come together to find creative an-
swers” to the backlog problem.

Expert minds finding creative an-
swers: I’m all for it.

Still, I wonder where all those hur-
dles, red tape, and other efficiencies
originally came from? Did some mali-
cious bureaucrat sneak them into the

regulations without telling legislators
or the governor? Or could it be—just
perhaps; I’m only suggesting this
hypothetically—that these now “need-
less hurdles” were created to prevent
the recurrence of “some egregious
something or other” that was uncov-
ered by some long forgotten IG, who
“blasted it out of there.”

Chick made several suggestions for
finding those expert minds: “modify-
ing furloughs for key personnel” who
were not working full time because of
the state’s budget crisis; “rehire on a
short-term basis retired state employ-
ees and conduct an open-call for ex-
perienced volunteers”; and “transfer
staff from other departments.”

Suppose you are one of these ex-
pert minds detailed, perhaps, from
the state’s Department of Water Re-
sources to the Office of Historic Pres-
ervation. Will you conclude that your
job is to help, as Chick suggests, “find
appropriate ways to move these pro-
jects forward and streamline clogged
bureaucratic processes”? 

Maybe. But, which of the many
ways to move projects forward count
as “appropriate”? Which of these ways
might count as inappropriate? Which
might be an “egregious something or
other”? Who gets to decide?

Your expert mind might conclude
that one particularly “creative” way to
“streamline clogged bureaucratic pro-
cesses” is very appropriate. Unfortu-
nately, you also know that someone
else—an auditor, an inspector gen-
eral, or some other bureau cop—could
reach the opposite conclusion.

Thus, you might decide that doing
a good job simply means keeping your
name out of the newspaper. After all,
Laura Chick is watching. d
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What incentives do IGs create?
Do they deter fraud and abuse?
I hope so. But perhaps, just per-
haps, they also encourage waste.
Could it be that some “needless
hurdles” were created to prevent
the recurrence of some long past
“egregious something”?
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The Beguiling Connecting-the-Dots Metaphor
Connecting the dots. To read the

newspapers, a large number of people
have in their formal job description
the specific responsibility to connect
dots. Yet, they can’t even do this sim-
ple task.

When they don’t, others will excori-
ate them for “failing to connect the
dots.” And these days, lots of people
in the U.S. intelligence community
are being criticized for their failure to
connect the dots.

How legitimate, however, is this
criticism of the intelligence commu-
nity’s analytical work? Is this
connecting-the-dots work as simple
as the metaphor makes it sound?

Analysts in any field face the chal-
lenge of finding patterns in a laby-
rinth of data. Often, they don’t even
know what they are looking for. In
such circumstances, the failure-to-
connect-the-dots metaphor is simplis-
tic and misleading. It suggests that
there exists something called dots,
that these dots come in a simple,
standard form, that they are dis-
played in a conspicuous format, and
that any fool can connect them.

Indeed, behind this metaphor is
the connect-the-dots puzzle that five-
year-olds solve easily. How come
these idiots can’t connect their dots?

Metaphors are essential for com-
munication. They quickly convey an
idea. Yet, metaphors are essentially
simplistic. They lack nuance.  Some-
times (to use a metaphor), they miss
the target. Or hit the wrong target.

Unfortunately, the dots we want
the intelligence community to connect
are not laid out on a single piece of
paper. They are not numbered se-
quentially: 1, 2, 3, . . . up to, say, 50.

First of all, there exist a gazillion
dots. One or two of the connectable
dots may be on one piece of paper (or
in one database). But the other dots
are spread all over—in various data-
bases, file folders, desks, e-mails,
pockets, floors, and (most impor-
tantly) inside different people’s brains.
To connect them, someone has to
recognize a variety of unobvious con-

nections. Computers can do some of
this work, but only if a human asks
them the right questions.

Moreover, the dots are not all dots.
Not only are they not numbered se-
quentially. They aren’t even the same
thing. What one person perceives as a
superfluous pile of fluff, another deci-
phers as a relevant and revealing dot.

It’s much more complicated than
looking for a needle in a haystack.
This task has two advantages: You
know what you are looking for (a
needle). And you know where to look
(in the haystack). But what if you
don’t know what you are looking for?
What if you don’t know where you
should look for whatever you might
be looking for? That’s a much bigger
analytical challenge. In fact, it isn’t
even obvious what the challenge is.

Recently, in The Washington Post
David Ignatius wrote of “clues that
were lost in a blizzard of information”
—in the intelligence community’s
much-too-big database. But are all of
the clues in one database? Moreover,
“clues” don’t come with labels on their
big toe that say “Clue: Pay Attention.”

Clues lost in a blizzard of informa-
tion. This metaphor suggests that
there exists a blizzard through which
people know (or should know) to
search for obvious clues. But analysts
looking for the patterns can’t just look
in one blizzard of information. They
also have to look in disparate “galax-
ies of facts,” in multiple “oceans of
data,” and in myriad “nebula of ru-
mors.” Oh yes, and they also have to
remember to look under the carpet.

The analysts are looking for a

pattern—a pattern in the data that
gives them a warning that something
bad is about to happen. But what
pattern? In fact, what is a pattern?
What is a pattern that might be rele-
vant? How would you recognize a
relevant pattern when you saw it?
Finally, from this pattern, how do you
ascertain what the bad something
that is about to happen is?

A simple pattern is an individual’s
name that shows up on several
potential-bad-guy lists. The bad guys
have, however, a history of creating
aliases. Yes, our passports are now
much more secure. But for how long?

Sometimes a pattern is just one
data point—one weird data point. A
data point so weird that it is easily
distinguishable from all of the other
data points. A data point that makes
you remark, “that’s funny.”

Such a data point might be people
taking flying lessons who have no
interest in learning how to land.
“That’s funny. I thought landing was
the most important part of flying?”

Still, is this weirdness important?
What does this weird data point tell
you? This weird data point itself does
not tell you anything specific. Instead,
it suggests that, perhaps, there is
something underlying this data point
—something that can only be uncov-
ered through some additional investi-
gation. After all, the data point could
simply be wrong. Our databases are
full of inaccurate data points.

A pattern might be multiple people
trying to blow up airplanes. So we
concentrate our energies on prevent-
ing people from blowing up airplanes.
Want to take a trip on a train?

Beware the metaphor with jaws
that bite and claws that catch. d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
mance: Leadership Strategies that
Produce Results.” His publications
include: Performance Leadership: 11
Better Practices That Can Ratchet Up
Performance.

Metaphors are essential for com-
munication. They can convey a
common idea very quickly.  Met-
aphors, however, are essentially
simplistic. They lack all nuance.
Sometimes (to use a metaphor),
they even miss the target. Or hit
the wrong target.
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Closing the Knowledge-Practice Gap
Today, every profession seeks to be

“evidence-based.” (What’s the alterna-
tive? To be superstition-based?)

This focus on evidence—on figuring
out how to connect effects to their
causes was created by the medical
profession.  Indeed, as the 1950s field
trials for the Salk polio vaccine illus-
trate, medicine has some built-in
advantages when looking for evidence
about what treatments work and
what ones don’t—evidence that will be
broadly (though never universally)
accepted.

The medical profession can design
and implement the gold standard for
comparing the results from a single,
specific treatment with the results
from a placebo. It can assign—on a
purely random basis—some people to
get the treatment and some people to
get the placebo.  It can deny the treat-
ment to those who receive the pla-
cebo.  It can limit the treatment, iso-
lating it to a single factor. And it can
prevent those who will get the treat-
ment or the placebo—and everyone
with whom they will come in con-
tact—from knowing who got which.

Most other professions—and the
public-management profession in
particular—can rarely replicate all of
these conditions. Still many profes-
sions are adopting the evidence-based
language, if not necessarily the identi-
cal approach. We now have evidence-
based education, evidence-based
social work, evidence-based teaching,
evidence-based design in architec-
ture, evidence-based librarianship. 

Even the popular culture cannot
resist. As Gary Trudeau has one of
his Doonesbury characters say:  “It’s
an evidence-based world now.” If you
don’t already have your own evidence-
based Web site and research insti-
tute, it’s probably too late.

What, however, makes something
evidence-based? For medicine, David
Sackett now at the University of To-
ronto and his colleagues developed
the widely accepted definition:

Evidence based medicine is the
conscientious, explicit, and judi-

cious use of current best evidence
in making decisions about the care
of individual patients . . . integrat-
ing individual clinical expertise with
the best available external clinical
evidence.

To Sackett “evidence based medicine
is not ‘cookbook’ medicine,” nor is it
“restricted to randomised trials and
meta-analyses.” Rather, he and his
colleagues emphasize, “good doctors
use both individual clinical expertise
and the best available external evi-
dence, and neither alone is enough.”

The same would apply to evidence-
based management. Indeed, Jeffrey
Pfeffer and Robert Sutton of Stanford,
two prominent advocates of evidence-
based management, argue that
evidence-based medicine is “a model
for evidence-based management.”

Specifically, they write, evidence-
based management requires  “a mind-
set with two critical components.”

The first is a “willingness to put
aside belief and conventional wis-
dom”—“instead hear and act on the
facts.”

Their second component is “an
unrelenting commitment to gather the
facts and information necessary to
make more informed and intelligent
decisions, and to keep pace with new
evidence and use the new facts to
update practices.”

In her 2005 presidential address to
the Academy of Management, Denise
Rousseau of Carnegie Mellon explored
the “promise” of evidence-based man-
agement. To Rousseau, “evidence-
based practice is not one-size-fits-all;
it’s the best current evidence coupled

with informed expert judgment” with
six features:

• learning about cause-effect con-
nections . . . ;

• isolating the variations that
measurably affect desired out-
comes;

• creating a culture of evidence-
based decision making and re-
search participation;

• using information-sharing com-
munities to reduce overuse,
underuse, and misuse of spe-
cific practices;

• building decision supports to
promote practices the evidence
validates . . . ; and

• having individual, organiza-
tional, and institutional factors
promote access to knowledge
and its use.

Rousseau argues that evidence-based
management offers “a guide to closing
the research-practice gap,” which she
views as quite “large.”

In her address, Rousseau asked a
question: “Is there such a thing as
evidence-based management?” Her
answer: “no—at least not yet.” Man-
agers, she notes, “work in settings
that make valid learning difficult.”
“Sadly,” continues Rousseau “there is
poor uptake on management prac-
tices of known effectiveness (e.g., goal
setting and performance feedback).”

Yet, the PerformanceStat leader-
ship strategy has, at its core, pre-
cisely this management practice: the
setting of targets followed up with
feedback on the level of performance.

Indeed, PerformanceStat has the
potential (but only the potential) to
give a public agency or governmental
jurisdiction the opportunity to prac-
tice evidence-based management. d
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Evidence-based management can
help close the gap between
knowledge and practice. Manag-
ers, however,  must be willing to
reject conventional wisdom and
focus on what we know about
the linkages between managerial
causes and societal impacts.
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PerformanceStat Leadership Strategy 
In 1994, the New York City Police

Department, under the leadership of
Commissioner William Bratton and
Deputy Commissioner Jack Maple,
created CompStat—NYPD’s leadership
strategy for reducing crime in the city
by improving the performance of the
department’s 76 precincts. Since
then, numerous police departments
in the United States—indeed, around
the world—have created their own
CompStats.

Soon, a variety of other public
agencies in New York adapted the
CompStat leadership strategy to im-
prove their own performance. These
include JobStat and ChildStat—plus
approaches that don’t use the ***Stat
suffix such as TEAMS (which you
might think of as CorrectionStat) and
STARS (which is the equivalent of
ProbationStat).

Moreover, the concept has spread
to public agencies elsewhere. The Los
Angeles County Department of Public
Social Services developed DPSSTATS.
The Ohio Department of Job and
Family Services established its Perfor-
mance Center.

In addition, several governmental
jurisdictions have adapted the strat-
egy to improve the performance of all
of their agencies. The first was Balti-
more, which set up CitiStat; other
cities quickly followed. Then, the state
of Washington created GMAP (for
Government Management Account-
ability and Performance). And Mary-
land now has its StateStat.

Collectively, I call these leadership
strategies “PerformanceStat.”

But what exactly are these differ-
ent strategies? How would you iden-
tify one? What do they have in com-
mon? What are their core features
that create the potential to improve
performance? How could you recog-
nize when an agency or jurisdiction
has fabricated a mere mimicry—
something that has the superficial
features but lacks the ability to moti-
vate significantly better results?

After nearly two-dozen visits to
agencies and jurisdictions that have

created something that might be call-
ed PerformanceStat, and after talking
with many others who are trying to do
so, I have crafted a definition:

A jurisdiction or agency is em-
ploying a PerformanceStat leader-
ship strategy if, in an effort to
achieve specific public purposes,
it holds an ongoing series of regu-
lar, frequent, integrated meetings
during which the chief executive
and/or the principal members of
the chief executive’s leadership
team plus the director (and the
top managers) of different sub-
units use current data to analyze
specific, previously defined as-
pects of each unit’s past perfor-
mance, to follow-up on previous
decisions and commitments to
produce results, to examine and

learn from each unit’s efforts to
improve performance, to solve
performance-deficit problems, and
to set and achieve the next perfor-
mance targets.

This definition is not all that con-
straining. It could apply to a public
agency and its AgencyStat or to a
governmental jurisdiction and its
JurisdictionStat. It could apply to a
variety of public-sector performance
strategies that were created without
any knowledge of the original Comp-
Stat. Nevertheless, this definition
does include several key features that
can separate a potentially effective
PerformanceStat strategy from the
pretenders:

� The focus on a clear purpose;
� The use of data that (a) relate to

that purpose and (b) clarify

whether or not performance is
improving;

� The regular meetings at which
efforts to improve and progress
are examined;

� The persistent follow-up to keep
everyone focused; and 

� The constant emphasis on
learning how to improve.

PerformanceStat is not a system. It
is not a model. It is a strategy—a
leadership strategy. For to achieve the
strategy’s potential to produce real
results requires active leadership,
personal leadership. The organiza-
tion’s leadership team cannot delegate
responsibility for articulating pur-
poses, for conducting the meetings, or
for negotiating performance targets.

Moreover, for PerformanceStat to
foster better results in any organiza-
tion, the leadership team must adapt
the strategy to fit its specific public
purposes and circumstances. Even
another police department cannot
just copy NYPD’s CompStat.

PerformanceStat requires data; but
it is not a collection of miscellaneous
data published on a Web site. Perfor-
manceStat requires regular meetings;
but it is not an occasional gathering
at which agency directors recount
their recent triumphs. Performance-
Stat requires analysis; but it is not a
clique of analysts who, independent of
the leadership team, evaluate sub-
units or give orders.

Rather, for the leaders of an agen-
cy or jurisdiction, a PerformanceStat
strategy provides them with the abili-
ty to clarify for everyone what im-
proved results need to be produced
next, to learn what is working and
what isn’t, to motivate middle manag-
ers and front-line workers to focus
their energy and creativity on achiev-
ing specific results. d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
mance: Leadership Strategies that
Produce Results.” His recent articles
include “Designing PerformanceStat.”

PerformanceStat is not a system,
or a model. It is a leadership
strategy. For to achieve the strat-
egy’s potential to produce real
results requires active leader-
ship. Moreover, the leadership
team must adapt the strategy to
fit its specific public purposes.
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Simple Strategies Drive Out the Subtle
“Bad money drives out the good.”

This sentence is universally known as
Gresham’s Law—named for Sir Thom-
as Gresham, who is famous for six
words he never said and for a concept
he did not invent. Over four centuries
ago, however, Gresham did make the
core point in a letter to Queen Eliza-
beth I: If government has minted both
good coins (with lots of silver) and bad
coins (with not as much silver), the
public will hoard the good coins—
driving them out of circulation.

George Akerlof, winner of the Nobel
Prize in economics, applied the gen-
eral idea to other aspects of economic
life—illustrated by the market for
used cars, specifically “the market for
‘lemons.’” When you go to buy a used
car, you lack some important infor-
mation: Is this car a good one or a
lemon? And you are worried: You
might end up paying too much for a
car that has a number of serious
problems. The seller knows about
these problems, of course, but you
don’t. You find it very difficult to dis-
tinguish between a good used car and
a bad one.

So what do you do? Because you
are worried about being cheated, you
are only willing to pay the lemon
price, not the good-car price. Thus,
explains Akerlof, “there is an incen-
tive for sellers to market poor quality
merchandise,” since they won’t get
full value for good merchandise.
Thus, “there tends to be a reduction
in the average quality of goods and
also in the size of the market.” That
is, the number of used cars that are
available for sale is reduced. (Why sell
your used car when you can’t get fair
value for it?) And thus the ratio of bad
cars to good cars goes up.

A similar idea might apply to the
intellectual market for management
strategies. Some management strate-
gies are simple: They are easy to ex-
plain, easy to understand, easy to
implement. Other management strat-
egies are complex. They are quite
difficult to understand. Moreover,
they are even harder to explain, and

remarkably complicated to implement
and adapt to new circumstances.

The simple strategies are based
primarily on explicit knowledge—
ideas that can be easily specified in
words and, perhaps, a few equations.
The complex strategies require a lot of
tacit knowledge—a subtle apprecia-
tion of how the various aspects of the
strategy interact to generate the de-
sired human and organizational be-
havior.

And from this important distinc-
tion emerges what might be called
“Gresham’s Law of Leadership Strate-
gies.” (Hey: Gresham didn’t even in-
vent his own, original law, so he
might as well get credit for this one
too.)

Simple leadership strategies
drive out the subtle and complex.

Or, to specify this relationship in a
less pithy but more complete way:
“Simple, easily explained, easily com-
prehended, explicit-knowledge de-
scriptions of a management strategy
drive out the subtle, complex, tacit-
knowledge appreciation for the poten-
tial of the strategy to really influence
human and organizational behavior.”

That is, this version of Gresham’s
Law comes in two slightly different yet
distinct versions. (1) We humans
prefer simple management strategies
to complex ones. (2) We also prefer
simple explanations of complex man-
agement strategies to their subtle and
complicated reality.

This all-too-human proclivity for
the simple over the complex affects,
in turn, the behavior of public execu-
tives who have developed a sophisti-

cated, subtle, complex, multifarious
management strategy. They are forced
to explain their intricate ideas in
simplistic terms.

Effective public executives want to
be appreciated. They want to be rec-
ognized for what they have accom-
plished. After all, such acknowledg-
ment, not money, is their reward. To
benefit from this esteem opportunity,
however, they are forced to describe
their complex strategies with a styl-
ized simplicity that automatically
degrades its value to others.

Other public managers can, of
course, readily replicate this easily
described “system”—this explicit-
knowledge “best practice.” And, as a
result, their organization might even
realize some short-term benefits. After
all, even the stylized version of a com-
plex strategy may include an impor-
tant if elementary tactic that (if the
organization has never utilized it) can,
indeed, have an impact. Alternatively,
a struggling yet basically motivated
organization could benefit from the
placebo effect.

The organization will, however,
have missed an opportunity to under-
stand and adapt the subtle, tacit
features of the strategy that can, over
the long-run, help their organization
to continually ratchet up perfor-
mance.

H. L. Mencken, the sage of Balti-
more, once observed: “For every com-
plex problem there is an answer that
is clear, simple, and wrong.” Certainly
any serious management problem is
a complex one. And yet, we humans
favor strategies that are simple.

As Thomas Gresham might have
put it: Clear and simple strategies
drive out the subtle and complex. d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
mance: Leadership Strategies that
Produce Results.” His publications
include: Performance Leadership: 11
Better Practices That Can Ratchet Up
Performance.

Simple, easily explained, easily
comprehended, explicit-knowl-
edge descriptions of a manage-
ment strategy drive out the sub-
tle, complex, tacit-knowledge
appreciation for the potential of
the strategy to really influence
organizational behavior.
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Ratcheting Up Performance
o

Years ago, when my son was a
young teenager, the two of us stood at
the bottom of Tuckerman’s Ravine in
New Hampshire’s White Mountains.
The plan was to hike up the ravine,
over a saddle point near the top of Mt.
Washington, and then to the Lake of
the Clouds hut operated by the Appa-
lachian Mountain Club where we
would spend the night.

“I’m not going to make it all the
way up there,” my son said.

“It certainly looks like a long way
up,” I said—but only to myself.

We made it. We did not, however,
try to jump to the top. We only did it
by taking just one step at a time.

This lesson also applies to the
challenge facing the leadership team
that seeks to improve the perfor-
mance of its public agency. The team,
too, can’t jump. It can’t jump from the
nadir of the results valley to the apex
of the results mountain. It can only
make it up one step at a time.

Of course, one step isn’t enough.
After the team takes its first step, it
has to take a second one. Indeed, it
has to take a lot of steps. Each small
step is an incremental yet measurable
improvement. And, importantly, these
small but numerous steps accumu-
late into a significant improvement.

The steps only accumulate, how-
ever, if the agency never slips back.
The team can’t take two steps up the
results mountain, and then take two
steps back down. Once the agency
has reached a new performance pla-
teau, this needs to become the base
from which the agency creates its
next performance improvement. This
is the process of “ratcheting up perfor-
mance.”

A ratchet is a simple mechanical
device that permits motion in only
one direction. You can find one in a
socket wrench, in a car jack, in a
clock. Sorry, not in your electronic
watch—only in a mechanical one.

A ratchet is a simple mechanical
concept: To allow motion in one direc-
tion but not the other, a ratchet wheel
contains teeth, between which a small

lever, called a pawl, fits. As the wheel
turns it pushes the pawl up. But,
once the wheel has turned a notch,
the pawl drops down preventing the
wheel from rotating back.

In his presidential address to the
American Psychological Association,
Karl Weick advocated a “strategy of
small wins.” Weick defined a “small
win” as “a concrete, complete, imple-
mented outcome of moderate impor-
tance.” Or, as he explained, “small
wins are controllable opportunities
that produce visible results.”

Moreover, because each such re-
sult is visible, it comes with “an im-
mediacy, tangibility, and controllabil-
ity.” Then, “once a small win has been
accomplished, forces are set in mo-
tion that favor another small win.”

Each step up the mountain is im-
mediate, tangible, and controllable. It
is a visible accomplishment, verifying
that another step is possible and
confirming that it will accomplish
something worthwhile.

The lesson for the leaders of a
public agency who seek to improve
results is clear: Don’t try to jump to
the top of the performance mountain.
Don’t create one zenithal performance
target. Don’t try to produce interna-
tional peace and harmony by the end
of the fiscal year. Instead, create an
achievable performance target that
will move the agency one notch closer
to achieving its mission.

“Pick a winner,” advocates Robert
Schaffer, in his book The Break-
through Strategy. Create performance
targets that give the people in the
organization the opportunity to win—

to achieve something that they (and
those whose opinions they value)
recognize as consequential. Then the
agency’s leadership team has to make
sure that everyone in the organization
(and, again, those whose opinions
they value) understands that their
leaders recognize the significance of
their achievement.

Ratcheting up performance is es-
sentially an addiction strategy: Create
performance targets that people can
hit. Get them hooked on success.
Give them an opportunity to earn that
adrenaline rush that comes from
accomplishing something worthwhile,
and then give them the challenge of
accomplishing even more.

When a public agency is ratcheting
up its performance, each small win
creates not just a sense of accom-
plishment; it also establishes a new
and higher plateau—a new baseline
from which future performance must
be compared.

Last month, my son and I were in
Idaho, backpacking in the U. S. For-
est Service’s Sawtooth Wilderness.
Now, of course, it is the father, not
the son, who is wondering whether he
can make it. Still, I did.

Indeed, as we hiked up the switch-
backs from Edith Lake to the pass
that took us over to Imogene Lake, we
were struck, as we have been on nu-
merous other expeditions, with how
much vertical progress we were mak-
ing. After only half-an-hour, we could
look back down and see that we were
already significantly above Edith
Lake.
 Still, we never jumped. As always,
we only made progress towards our
goal one step at a time. d
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The Face-to-Face Buzz
‘After the layoff, the energy—the

buzz—was gone in the office,” William
Aalerud, president of A. J. Martini, a
construction management firm told
The Boston Globe. The firm wanted
the buzz back. They needed the peo-
ple back.

So, given that it didn’t have
enough business to fill the office, the
firm offered free space to members of
the Boston Society of Architects. For
just $30 per month for utilities (in-
cluding Internet access) architects
who had been laid off, or who worked
from home, lined up for the chance to
work in a real office with real people.

What about telecommuting? You
know: E-Work Get up in the morning,
have coffee, and—still in your paja-
mas—sit down at the keyboard. Aren’t
these people Green? Why do they
need an office? That’s so 1950s.

Alain Perry has created a Web site,
racemenu.com, for “running, cycling,
and multisport events.” Ideal work to
do in your PJs. But Perry has taken
up an offer for free space from
BuzzAgent, a Boston marketing firm,
because “being in this environment
breeds productivity.” No PJs for Perry.

Did you notice a trend that hasn’t
happened? We were all supposed to
move to Montana, build our log cabin
with a gorgeous view of a mountain or
a lake, and telecommute from there.
After all, if we can telecommute from
home, home can be anywhere.

 Yet, having a phone and Internet
access isn’t quite enough. Sure, you
and your colleagues can telecommu-
nicate with conference calls. You’ve
done it. At the prearranged hour, a
dozen people get on the line. Three do
all the talking. The others cope with
their e-mail (being careful to turn off
their microphone so the others don’t
hear the tap, tap, tapping).

Somehow, however, telecommuni-
cation misses the subtlety. Sure, you
get the words, even the inflections in
tone. It’s less sterile than an e-mail.
But its not as good as a face-to-face
conversation complete with all of the
nonverbal signals.

They don’t call it body language for
nothing.

Over a decade ago, many busi-
nesses were moving out of skyscrap-
ers and into “shorter, wider build-
ings.” The objective, reported Fortune,
was “to create more spontaneous
face-to-face contacts”—particularly
with people whom you would not
normally bump into.

Also, did you notice: Distance
learning hasn’t quite taken over ei-
ther. Yet, its been around for a while.

When I was in high school (you
know, shortly after Benjamin Frank-
lin discovered electricity), my father
would get me up at 6:00 in the morn-

ing to watch a physics course on
“Sunrise Semester.” It was boring. I
don’t remember learning anything
(but, then again, I’m not good at
learning anything at 6:00 a.m.) I got
much more interested in physics by
reading George Gamow’s great book,
One Two Three . . . Infinity.

But why was it boring? Because
the instructor had no human audi-
ence. The instructor was teaching a
camera. So he couldn’t tell who was
watching, whether they were awake
or not, whether they were completely
mystified, or when he was moving too
fast or too slow. 

He couldn’t even tell a joke. How
do you tell a joke to a camera? It isn’t
going to laugh, so you’ll feel pretty
silly laughing all by yourself. It was
predestined to be boring.

I have a rule: I can’t teach unless I
can see people’s eyebrows move. That
is, I need to see how different individ-
uals are reacting. Who wants to chal-

lenge the latest provocative point?
Who is still thinking carefully about
what someone said? These people—I
need to get them into the discussion.

Of course, I’m not lecturing about
the Second Law of Thermodynamics
or the photoelectric effect. I’m not
trying to impart explicit, scientific
knowledge—concepts that can be fully
captured in words or equations.

Rather, I’m trying to stimulate an
analytical discussion about how to
improve the performance of a specific
public agency. And, in the process,
I’m trying to prompt the group to
develop its own tacit knowledge about
leadership and performance. Through
discussion and debate, I’m seeking to
help everyone—as well as the group
as a whole—improve their capacity to
exercise performance leadership.

For that purpose, you have to get
people together. Doug Henton of Col-
laborative Economics argues that
“creative work occurs primarily in
face-to-face exchange within teams,
where people live and work in close
proximity.”

Can you e-manage from Montana
in your PJs? Not if you are trying to
motivate people to creatively develop
innovative strategies for producing
better results. LocaModa, a mobile
technology business, has also offered
vacant space to some software engi-
neers. Moreover, says the CEO, “we
bring them into meetings and bounce
ideas off them.” After all, continued
the CEO, “one insight from these guys
could be worth $1,000 to us.”

Even the most skilled manager
can’t exercise performance leadership
from a log cabin in Montana. Effective
public executives figure out how to
create the face-to-face buzz. d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
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Can you e-manage from Monta-
na in your PJs? Not if you are
trying to motivate people to crea-
tively develop effective strategies
for producing better results. To
exercise performance leadership
public executives have to create
the face-to-face buzz.
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Leadership Is a “Generative” Activity 
Language, cognitive scientists tell

us, is a “generative” activity. We can’t
just copy a sentence used by others;
we have to generate our own.

This is because the sentences that
others have spoken or written—al-
though each may have been a very
appropriate and extremely useful
sentence—do not quite apply in our
situation. The circumstances might
be similar, but they are certainly not
identical. Thus, someone else’s sen-
tence does not work. It misses some-
thing—maybe something trivial,
maybe something very important.

Still, we humans are able to create
a brand-new, never-used-before sen-
tence—one that conveys our precise
meaning because it perfectly matches
our specific circumstances. We can do
this because, when seeking to gener-
ate a new sentence, we rely upon the
principles of our language. We learn-
ed these principles in early childhood
by listening to our parents talk and
practicing their language. Then,
throughout the rest of our lives, we
are able to apply these principles
without much conscious thinking
about what we are doing.

In English, for example, we add an
“ed” to the present tense of a verb to
create the past-tense equivalent.
Thus, the past tense of “walk” is
“walked.” Simple enough.

But not always. For example, the
past tense of “run” is neither “runed”
nor “runned” but “ran.” Every collec-
tion of principles has its exceptions.
Language is no different. Applying its
principles is complicated. (And you
thought that all your toddler had to
worry about was falling down.)

Despite our knowledge of our lan-
guage, we humans do occasionally
resort to copying someone else’s
words. Usually, these purloined words
are little more than a cliché—a well-
known phrase or sentence that we
find convenient to repeat in a variety
of circumstances. We hope that the
cliché will call up in others’ minds
some past experience, generate a
chuckle, and thus disguise our inabil-

ity to respond intelligently to the cur-
rent situation.

A cliché is, by definition, prepro-
gramed. It is not an original idea
thoughtfully responding to the cur-
rent situation. A cliché doesn’t move
the conversation along. It doesn’t
improve anyone’s understanding. It
doesn’t provide a penetrating insight.

Yet, we need to say something—
anything. Thus, because we are un-
able to generate an appropriate
thought conveyed through appropri-
ate words (or simply because we are
lazy), we offer up from memory some-
one else’s words with which everyone
else is, regrettably, all too familiar.

A cliché is a poor substitute for
real thinking. Anyone who employs a
cliché is confessing their inability to
think clearly—or, at least, quickly.

Leadership is also a “generative”
activity. A public executive who as-
pires to be the leader of his or her
agency can’t rely on a strategy em-
ployed by someone else. Damn. If only
we could copy precisely the various
components of a strategy crafted by
others. This would make leadership
—and life—so much easier.

Inconveniently, someone else’s
leadership strategy—even the most
ballyhooed strategy—is nothing more
than an operational cliché. When you
announce that you are planning to
employ your DAF strategy, you can
get a lot of people to nod their heads
knowingly. People do so to suggest,
“Yes. I am well aware of the famous
FAD strategy.” “I understand its myr-
iad and sophisticated components.” “I
know all of the places that it has

proven successful and why.” “I imme-
diately discern your brilliance for
recognizing how the FAD strategy will
work in your organization.”

But are you talking about the sub-
tle DAF strategy that you have cre-
ated based on the principles of leader-
ship while they are thinking about the
(in)famous FAD strategy? Did they
simply make a transpositional mis-
take? Or did you? In either case, if
you want your organization to imple-
ment your brilliant and creative strat-
egy, you need more than an acronym.
You need to explain—in detail— what
you are trying to accomplish and how
you think your organization needs to
go about getting this done.

Unfortunately, the language of
leadership is full of head-nodding
clichés. These are usually called
“models”—“systems” that you can
(presumably) drop into an organiza-
tion just like you can drop a verbal
cliché into a conversation.

Fortunately, the practice of leader-
ship does contain some core princi-
ples. These are principles derived
from our knowledge of human behav-
ior; principles supported by our un-
derstanding of the subtleties, perver-
sities, and opportunities of organiza-
tional behavior; principles based on
our appreciation of how people re-
spond when effective leaders articu-
late a vision and then manage sym-
bols to reenforce their vision. 

To develop an understanding of the
principles of leadership requires both
study and practice. Then, as always,
applying these principles is compli-
cated.  All of this is real work.

Unfortunately, you were unable to
learn to apply these principles by just
copying how your parents talked. d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
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Like a verbal cliché, a leadership
model is a preprogramed conve-
nience that permits an executive
to avoid the complicated task of
generating a leadership strategy
that is explicitly designed to ad-
dress the organization’s current
performance deficit.
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The Hint Behind “That’s Funny”
Do you know how we humans

discovered Neptune? It all started
because Uranus was behaving badly.

In 1781, the British astronomer
William Herschel discovered Uranus—
the seventh planet in the solar sys-
tem. This was nearly a century after
Isaac Newton had published his three
laws of motion, so astronomers could
easily use Newton’s equations plus
the positions of the sun and the other
planets to calculate Uranus’s orbit.

Oops. Uranus failed to follow its
predicted orbit. As Tom Standage
explains in his book, The Neptune
File, Uranus was a “notoriously badly
behaved planet.” All the other planets
comported themselves properly—that
is, according to Newton’s laws. But
not Uranus. Astronomers collected
more data on Uranus’s orbit, and
mathematicians recalculated its fu-
ture orbit. But Uranus refused to
cooperate. John Pringle Nicol, a Scot-
tish astronomer, called Uranus “the
puzzle of our science.”

To solve this puzzle, scientists
offered a variety of theories. Maybe
Uranus had been hit by a comet.
Maybe space contained some kind of
resistive medium that slowed Uranus
down. Maybe Uranus was orbited by
some undetectable moon. Maybe the
mathematical calculations were
wrong. Maybe, for some reason, New-
ton’s laws didn’t apply to Uranus.
Scientists never like this kind of ex-
planation. Indeed, none of these ex-
planations were satisfactory.

There remained one more possibil-
ity. Numerous astronomers concluded
that there must exist another planet
beyond Uranus that was also influ-
encing its orbit. Two mathematicians,
John Adams of the University of Cam-
bridge and Urbain Le Verrier of the
Paris Observatory, calculated where
this unseen planet should be. Adams
was unable to convince the head of
the Royal Observatory in Greenwich
to look for the planet. Meanwhile, Le
Verrier published his calculations and
sent a copy to Johann Galle at the
Berlin Observatory asking him to look

for the planet. Galle did so that very
evening. There it was. Eureka!

But as Isaac Asimov is often quot-
ed as saying: “The most exciting
phrase to hear in science, the one
that heralds the new discoveries, is
not 'Eureka!' but 'That's funny.'” 

Astronomers eventually discovered
Neptune because they kept observing
that Uranus was doing something
funny. Something very funny. Some-
thing so funny that, eventually, sev-
eral scientists decided that this funni-
ness required some serious thought.

Scientists, however, are not the
only ones who stumble across things
that are “funny.” All of us do so all of
the time. Unfortunately, we are so
busy that, whenever we find ourselves
commenting, “that’s funny,” we ignore
our own, very astute (and perhaps
prescient) observation, and continue
on with the moment’s urgent task.

This is a mistake. Hours, days,
weeks or months later, we will realize
why. Something will happen—some-
thing that we could have anticipated,
something that we might have influ-
enced had we paid attention to our
own observation. For then, we recall,
“Oh yes. Now I understand. That’s
why I said ‘that’s funny.’”

My Kennedy School colleagues,
Arnold Howitt and Herman Leonard
—both in their book Managing Crises,
and in their executive-education pro-
gram, Leadership in Crises—distin-
guish between common, routine crises
and emergency crises, which are
novel. An emergency crisis is one that
we have never experienced before.
Thus, they continue, the challenge of

recognizing novelty.
But how can we do that? How can

we recognize novelty? By stopping,
whenever we find ourselves saying
“that’s funny” and instantly asking:
“Why?” “Why did I say that?” “What
was funny?” “Why was it funny?”

For whenever you say to yourself
“that’s funny,” you are telling yourself
that you have seen or heard some-
thing unusual, something that you
didn’t expect to see, something novel.

And that novelty is a hint. It sug-
gests that you have something to
discover—that, if you pay attention to
the hint, you are about to learn some-
thing new. Maybe you are about to
learn that your subordinates are not
following your sage advice. Maybe you
are about to learn that your organiza-
tion is not following critical safe-
guards. Maybe you are about to learn
that your organization’s brilliant pol-
icy isn’t producing the desired re-
sults. Maybe you are about to learn
that your organization faces an emer-
gency crisis. The novelty revealed by
your own observation, “that’s funny,”
is a hint that there is a puzzle to be
solved—maybe a puzzle that needs to
be solved immediately.

Public executives lead complicated
lives. They are subjected to constant
pressures. They confront numerous
emergencies—usually very routine
emergencies that can be resolved
using existing organizational routines.

Public executives never have time
to think. Yet, whenever they say to
themselves, “that’s funny,” they ought
to recognize this as a signal that they
need to stop and think.

Who knows? Maybe the next time
you say to yourself, “that’s funny,”
you will discover a new planet. d
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How can we—harried humans
all—recognize novelty? By stop-
ping whenever we hear ourselves
saying, “that’s funny,” and ask-
ing: “Why?” “Why did I say that?”
“What was funny?” “Why was it
funny?” For the funniness sug-
gests there is something to learn.
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The Challenge of Recognizing Novelty
SARS was different. Very different.

At first, however, this wasn’t obvious.
In November 2002, in Guangdong

Province, China, a human first con-
tracted what we now call Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome. Early cases
were considered to be a form of pneu-
monia. Yet many people were dying.
So come March, provincial health
officials mandated home quarantine
for anyone who had contact with a
patient. By then, however, a “super
spreader” had traveled to Hong Kong
and passed the disease to others,
including a woman from Toronto, who
returned home and died. The cause of
her death was listed as “heart attack.”

Originally, SARS was an emer-
gency, but a “routine emergency.” It
looked like a severe case of the flu.
Patients developed fevers, headaches,
coughs, breathing difficulties. Doctors
and nurses had seen such symptoms
many times before. And, once they
had diagnosed “the flu,” they treated
the flu. All very routine.

But it wasn’t the flu. SARS was
different—but not that different. It
was novel—but savvy professionals
didn’t recognize the novelty. The nov-
elty just wasn’t all that novel. It look-
ed almost precisely like something
these professionals had seen many
times. After all, no patient’s flu symp-
toms are identical to every other pa-
tient’s flu symptoms. Each case is
different—maybe only slightly differ-
ent, maybe quite different. Still,
health-care workers can quickly rec-
ognize a case of the flu.

A single case of the flu is a “routine
emergency.” It can be anticipated; we
know it will occur and thus we can
prepare for it. It can be diagnosed,
given our human antenna and labora-
tory techniques. It can be treated;
once we have diagnosed a case, we
can employ a set of well-established
standard operating procedures. All
very routine.

Even a flu epidemic can be a “rou-
tine emergency.” From past experi-
ences, we can anticipate and prepare
for it. We have the laboratory capacity

to identify common strains of the flu.
We have a set of standard operating
procedures for inhibiting a new
strain’s spread and impact.

Yes, it is an emergency—a very big
emergency. Still, it is a “routine emer-
gency.” SARS, however, was different.
SARS was a “crisis emergency.”

Arnold Howitt and Herman (Dutch)
Leonard, authors of Managing Crises,
chair the Kennedy School’s executive-
education program on “Leadership in
Crisis.” Howitt and Leonard are not
particularly concerned about routine
emergencies. They focus their teach-
ing and research on “crisis emergen-
cies.” And the distinguishing feature
of a crisis emergency is its “novelty.”

Crisis emergencies are different.
Too often, unfortunately, we humans
don’t recognize this. Then, failing to
discern the emergency’s novelty, we

mis-diagnose it as routine and employ
a routine response. Unfortunately, a
routine response may actually exacer-
bate a crisis emergency.

If the emergency is unlike anything
we have seen before, detecting its
novelty is easy. Unfortunately, most
crisis emergencies aren’t that unique.
They are different in degree. They are
different along some dimensions but
not others. They have many features
in common with many routine emer-
gencies. From our past experiences,
we quickly discern these similarities.

Moreover, we realize that every
situation is at least slightly different
from every other situation. We’ve
learned to live with these differences.
And when developing the strategies
for dealing with each class of routine

emergencies, we create a set of stan-
dard operating procedures that are
robust enough to prove effective
across the inevitable variations.

When a fire department and its fire
fighters go out to battle a fire they do
not start de novo. Instead, they
quickly diagnose the situation and
employ the requisite procedures. Fire-
fighting professionals have classified
various categories of fires, determined
the strategies and equipment required
to fight each category, and then train-
ed leaders to recognize the character-
istics of every category plus the strat-
egies most effective for each. Then,
these professionals train and train so,
when confronted with one such rou-
tine emergency, they immediately
recognize it and act appropriately.

Sometimes, however, the charac-
teristics of the fire or the symptoms of
the patient don’t fall neatly into one of
the established categories. Too often,
in such situations, we cram the emer-
gency into one of our preexisting
boxes. This eliminates the cognitive
overload, but it doesn’t always work.

Emergency management isn’t just
for the emergency professionals. They
are not the only ones who can see the
novelty. Indeed, Howitt and Leonard
emphasize, those who have not learn-
ed the standard boxes into which a
profession’s routine emergencies can
be crammed may also be untainted by
the profession’s cognitive biases.
Thus, to diagnose an emergency, they
argue, it may help to involve people
“from groups less likely to be subject
to the same biases.”

The challenge faced by all public
officials—not just those who deal with
infectious diseases and fires—is to
recognize and act on the novelty. d
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“Crisis emergencies” are different
from “routine emergencies.” Cri-
sis emergencies are novel.
Unfortunately, when profession-
als mis-diagnose a crisis emer-
gency as routine, they may em-
ploy a routine response that can
actually exacerbate the crisis.
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Sometimes Weird Works 
Officially, he is 5 feet, 9 inches tall.

That is a lie. Nobody believes it. He is
closer to 5 feet 7. Maybe. In October
2007, during the World Series, the
clubhouse guy at Coors Field in Colo-
rado refused to let him in. Obviously,
this imposter was not a major league
baseball player.

Yet, Dustin Pedroia is just that and
more. He plays second base for the
Boston Red Sox, and last year he hit
.326 with a slugging percentage of
.493. Did I mention that he also won
the American League’s most valuable
player award? At 5-7? That’s weird.

Tony Gwynn thinks that Dustin
Pedroia is weird. Gwynn, a Hall of
Famer with a .338 lifetime batting
average, is too polite to use the word
“weird.” But it’s clear that’s what
Gwynn thinks: “This guy is 5-8, and
he’s supposed to be the best guy on
this team?” Michael Schell, chief of
the biostatistics division at the Uni-
versity of South Florida’s Moffitt Can-
cer Center, has compiled the defini-
tive list of Baseball’s All-Time Best
Hitters. Gwynn is number one on
Schell’s list; so, when it comes to
hitting a baseball, he should know.

Still, Gwynn isn’t alone. Everyone
in baseball thinks that Pedroia is
weird. His swing is a vicious uppercut
that has motivated numerous com-
mentators to suggest that he take a
more modest approach more befitting
of his physical stature.

After all, for his size and his posi-
tion, Pedroia should be lucky to bat
ninth. Yet, for several days last Sep-
tember, when several of Boston’s
power hitters were injured, Pedroia
batted cleanup. And with first base
open, what did Ozzie Guillén, the
manager of the opposing Chicago
White Sox do? After the game, Guillén
explained: "I never thought I would
walk a jockey.”

For Dustin Pedroia and the Boston
Red Sox, weird works.

This, however, isn’t only true in
baseball. Robert Sutton makes the
same argument in his book, Weird
Ideas That Work. Sutton, a professor

of management science and engineer-
ing at Stanford University, examines
how human knowledge about organi-
zational behavior gets applied—and
misapplied—in business. Consider
just two of Sutton’s 11½ weird ideas.

Weird Idea #1 is quite simple: “Hire
‘Slow Learners’ (of the Organizational
Code).” That certainly sounds weird.
Sutton, however, seeks to foster inno-
vation and knows (as we all do) that
every organization sends out subtle
(and not so subtle) signals about what
is acceptable and what isn’t. Sutton,
however, favors employees who are
“unfettered by social norms.” Thus,
he argues, “it is smart to hire slow
learners, to tolerate deviants, here-
tics, eccentrics, crackpots, weirdoes,
and just plain original thinkers, even
though they will come up with many
ideas that are strange mutations,

dead ends, and utter failures.”
Weird idea #6 is “Reward Success

and Failure, Punish Inaction.” “Fail-
ure stinks,” admits Sutton, yet he
emphasizes that “it is impossible to
generate a few good ideas without
generating a lot of bad ideas.”

So how can an organization pro-
duce a lot of bad ideas (plus a few
good ones)? Answer: reward both of
them. Moreover, Sutton argues, you
need to punish people who produce
neither good nor bad ideas. “Firms
should demote, transfer, and even fire
people who spend day after day talk-
ing about and planning what they are
going to do, but never doing it.” And,
because success automatically comes
with so much praise, Sutton suggests
that firms should “reward failure even

more than success.” That is certifiably
weird.

Jeffrey Pfeffer, a professor of orga-
nizational behavior at Stanford’s
Graduate School of Business, offers
his own weird ideas in a book titled,
What Were They Thinking: Unconven-
tional Wisdom About Management.

Like Sutton, his coauthor on other
books, Pfeffer concedes the inevitabil-
ity of errors, yet notes that “admitting
mistakes is rare in corporations.”
Indeed, he writes, the “tendency to
want to hear good news is extremely
widespread and organizational leaders
signal in a variety of subtle and less
subtle ways that they want to be told
what they want to hear.”

Pfeffer argues that firms should
create “a culture where people feel
free to admit they need help.” After
all, until people admit their mistakes,
until they admit that they don’t know
what to do, and thus until they admit
that they need help, they can’t start
learning. Thus, one of Pfeffer’s uncon-
ventional suggestions is to “inject an
organization with truth serum.”

In the business world, the ideas of
Sutton and Pfeffer are certainly weird.
Yet, in the public sector, they are
weirder still. Imagine public execu-
tives hiring deviants, rewarding fail-
ure, or injecting their agencies with
truth serum. Business firms may be
wedded to conventional thinking, but
government agencies are—historical-
ly, at least—even more sclerotic and
resistant to the weird.

A century ago, the best double-play
combination was Tinkers to Evers to
Chance. Today, however, if you want
to build an organization full of most
valuable (and, yes, weird) players, you
need Pedroia to Sutton to Pfeffer. d
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Imagine public executives hiring
deviants, rewarding failures, or
injecting their agencies with
truth serum.  Business firms
may be wedded to conventional
thinking, but public agencies
are—historically, at least—even
more resistant to the weird.
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The Data Don’t Speak for Themselves 
The glass sits on the table, par-

tially filled with a liquid. The level of
the liquid is midway between the top
and bottom.

Looking at the glass, the liquid,
and its level, the optimist declares:
“The glass is half full.” The pessimist
does the same but reaches a different
conclusion: “The glass is half empty.”

The optimist and the pessimist are
using precisely the same data point.
Yet they reach very different conclu-
sions. Clearly, this easily observed,
easily measured, very unambiguous
data point does not speak with a
single, unequivocal message.

Despite the universal appeal of the
seductive cliché, the data never speak
for themselves.

When the data speak, they do so
only through some framework, some
theory, some causal model, some
logical construct, some perception of
the world and how it works. After all,
any set of data is just a collection of
abstract numbers. The data acquire
meaning only when they are con-
nected to some version of reality.

For decades, astute observers have
railed against this data-speak-for-
themselves nonsense. In 1932, Carl
Becker, then president of the Ameri-
can Historical Association, observed
that “to suppose that the facts, once
established in all their fullness, will
‘speak for themselves’ is an illusion.”

“Be aware of the intellectual tradi-
tions and choices out of which the
‘data’ emerge,” cautioned Gary Marx,
professor emeritus at M.I.T. “The facts
do not speak for themselves. Look for
the ventriloquists in the wings.”

When James Heckman accepted
the Nobel Prize in economics, he was
unequivocal: “The data do not speak
for themselves.”

Yet, the cliché lives.
The data are just data—collections

of apparently random ones and zeros.
To interpret these data, we need a
framework. We need a lens through
which to observe the data and extract
from the otherwise incomprehensible
gibberish some information: a coher-

ent pattern, a revealing story, a valu-
able lesson, an implication for action.

Sometimes, to analyze the data, we
are careful and explicit in selecting a
framework. Often, however, we
choose a framework by default, em-
ploying a very cherished but strictly
implicit theory about how the world
works (or should work). And, given
the large number of different frame-
works that can be used to analyze
any collection of data, the number of
possible interpretations, implications,
and conclusions that can be drawn
from these data is equally large.

The choice of an analytical frame-
work may be based on previous anal-
yses—on the successes and failures of
prior efforts to find patterns in similar
data. Still, this choice is subjective.
Moreover, the conclusions drawn
from the data may be more dependent
on the analytical framework chosen
than on the data themselves.

This means that if different people
—sincere, honest people—observe the
data from different frameworks, they
can (and often will) reach quite differ-
ent (even contradictory) conclusions
from identical data.

People who claim that “the data
speak for themselves,” are saying
nothing more than: “If you employ my
favorite framework for looking at the
data, you will see precisely what I
see.” Moreover, these people are say-
ing, “If you employ only my favorite
framework, you can only interpret the
data as I do and thus can only arrive
at my policy prescriptions.”

Those who assert that the data
speak for themselves are not willing

to accept that there might exist other
frameworks for looking at the data.
They are not willing to accept that
there might be alternative interpreta-
tions and thus different possible pol-
icy implications.

Peter Blau, in his classic book, The
Dynamics of Bureaucracy, writes:
“Data do not speak for themselves but
only answer questions the investiga-
tor puts to them.” In choosing a
framework with which to examine
some data, the analyst is choosing to
ask some questions—and not to ask a
large number of other questions.

The data do not speak independ-
ently of the analyst. The data do not
speak independently of the frame-
work. The data do not speak inde-
pendently of the questions. The data
only speak when an analyst, using a
specific framework, asks a specific
question. The data cannot answer any
question until someone establishes
(again, either implicitly or explicitly) a
framework for creating an answer.

The data never talk back to the
analyst: The data don’t say: “Hey, you
dumb analyst, you are using the
wrong framework.” The data don’t
say: “Please, analyst, if you would ask
a different question, I could give you
a much more revealing answer.”

If the data spoke for themselves,
we humans would always interpret
every set of data in precisely the same
way. Occasionally, however, this is
not the case. In fact, it is very often
not the case. Different humans can
frequently reach polar opposite con-
clusions from precisely the same
data. That is not necessarily because
they are evil or stupid. It is simply
because they are analyzing the data
using different frameworks. d
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People who claim that “the data
speak for themselves,” are saying
nothing more than: “If you em-
ploy my favorite framework for
looking at the data, you can only
interpret the data as I do and
thus can only arrive at my policy
prescriptions.”
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No Perfect Performance Measure 
Give me a performance measure

and I can tell you what’s wrong with
it. I’m good at this. I may not be good
at much else; I can’t even hit a minor-
league curve ball. But I can identify
the flaws in a performance measure
in my sleep.

I can tell you why it won’t capture
what you really want (or need) to
capture. I can tell you why it will
distort the behavior of people in
undesirable—perhaps counterproduc-
tive—ways. I can tell you why it will
encourage the budget folks to give
you less money, not more. If you
come up with a performance mea-
sure, I can identify at least one flaw—
usually several.

Of all of the public-sector perfor-
mance measures with which I am
familiar, the best is the childhood
immunization rate for measles. If this
measure goes up, the world is a better
place.

Why? Because the measles vaccine
works to produce the very result you
want. If you give a child the vaccine
as the U.S. Centers for Disease Con-
trol recommends (two doses with the
first given after the child is one-year
old), the probability that the child is
immune to the measles is 99 percent.
That’s impressive. Most of the things
that we do in government do not have
close to a 99-percent success rate.

An additional plus is the “herd
effect.” If you give the vaccine (again,
as recommended by the CDC) to
1,000 children in a neighborhood,
even those few children for whom it
doesn’t work will be better off. These
unimmunized children will be much
less likely to come into contact with a
child who has the measles and, thus,
are less likely to get it. With a success
rate so high, vaccinating lots of chil-
dren helps even those few for whom
the vaccine is ineffective (or who
didn’t get the vaccine).

Of course, to drive organizational
behavior, we cannot use the immuni-
zation rate. This performance measure
(for any governmental jurisdiction) is
easy to understand. If you have mas-

tered long-division, you get it. But
public health agencies and the people
who work in them don’t produce im-
munizations or immunization rates.
They produce vaccinations.

For a government jurisdiction to
get its immunization rate up, it will
need to set a service-delivery target
for vaccinations produced by its pub-
lic health department. Then, the de-
partment will need to break that over-
all target down into targets for subre-
gions, and then into targets for teams
within those subregions.

The operational theory here isn’t
very complicated. If every team makes
its production target for vaccinations,
so will all of the subregions and thus
the entire jurisdiction. And, if every
jurisdiction makes its production
target, it will improve its immuniza-
tion rate to the desired level.

But what is the consequence of
assigning performance targets to
subregions and teams? One of the
purposes of such targets is to put
pressure on the subregions and their
teams to produce. And they will feel
the pressure.

Indeed, once one subregion hits its
target, the pressure is really on. Ex-
cuses (presented as explanations)
won’t work any more. One subregion
has achieved its target. Why can’t the
others? “Aren’t you as good as they
are?” “How come you can’t do it?”

How will the teams (and their
members) respond to this pressure?
They can react as desired, working
harder and smarter. They can do
whatever is necessary to achieve their
target.

“Whatever is necessary.” Hmm.
What might this include? Those who
set the target thought working
smarter and harder is the proper
definition of “whatever is necessary.”

Suppose, however, the team is
really feeling the pressure. Suppose it
is already working harder. Suppose it
can’t figure out how to work smarter.
What other options does it have?

Harder and smarter is not the only
option. And a desperate team might
resort to another one.

Even the immunization rate, this
wonderful performance measure, may
(under at least some circumstances)
not be perfect.

So get over it. Don’t go looking for
the perfect performance measure.
Don’t spend countless meetings de-
bating whose measure is without
defects. Don’t hire expensive consul-
tants to create the penultimate mea-
sure. (I am sure, nevertheless, that
some ingenious subscriber will report
having invented a flawless measure.)

Instead, start with a good measure
(or two). Not great, not perfect, just
good. But from the beginning, try to
identify its inadequacies. Recognize
what problems the measure might
create; then, as you implement your
performance strategy, be alert for the
emergence of such flaws.

Next, decide: Can you live with
these flaws? Or must you make some
adjustments? Perhaps some minor
adjustments? Or maybe some major
changes?

Then, if necessary, implement the
improvements. But don’t believe after
this round of improvements—or the
tenth round—that you will have elim-
inated all of the flaws. You won’t. Get
over it. d
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Don’t go looking for the perfect
performance measure. It doesn’t
exist. So, start with a good mea-
sure or two. Identify their flaws.
Be alert for them.  Can you live
with them? Make some adjust-
ments? Still, you’ll never elimi-
nate all of the flaws. Get over it.
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The Split-Personality CPO 
In November 2007, President

George W. Bush signed an executive
order requiring every agency in the
United States government to appoint
a “Performance Improvement Officer”
(PIO). Naturally, every agency com-
plied. Some gave their chief financial
officer or chief budget officer an addi-
tional title. Some picked the head of
their performance-measurement or
strategic-planning staff.

In January, the U.S. Office of Man-
agement and Budget gave these PIOs
several “responsibilities.” One was to
“work with implementing partners/
grantees and stakeholders, including
other agencies to review and improve
program performance.” At the same
time, they were told to “regularly
assess progress” and to “help hold
managers accountable for results.”

Then, last September, presidential
candidate Barack Obama released his
proposals to “make government more
effective.” Obama promised to “work
with agency leaders . . . to improve
results and outcomes.” Moreover, he
committed to creating “a SWAT team”
headed by a government-wide “Chief
Performance Officer” (CPO) who “will
work with federal agencies to set
tough performance targets and hold
managers responsible for progress.” 

Meanwhile, the SWAT team will  go
into agencies “to reform programs,”
replace “existing management,” and
demand “improvement action plans.”
Obama pledged that his administra-
tion would “not just measure perfor-
mance, but enforce standards.”

“I will eliminate the programs that
don’t work,” Obama promised. And he
would “fire government managers who
aren’t getting results.”

Which is it? What is Bush’s PIO or
Obama’s CPO supposed to do? Is this
individual charged with helping pub-
lic managers improve their agencies’
performance? Or is this person in the
evaluation and accountability-holding
business? It is not obvious.

Moreover, there is a clear conflict
between the two roles: helpful coun-
selor vs. tough evaluator. If a PIO or

CPO is a friendly counselor, helping a
department’s managers develop and
implement their strategies, how tough
will this individual be when evaluat-
ing the results the department pro-
duces? Alternatively, if a CPO or PIO
is a department’s rigid evaluator—its
official accountability holder—how
forthcoming will its managers be
when describing the inadequacies of
their organization’s performance?

Both Bush’s PIO and Obama’s CPO
have a split personality that is derived
from their two conflicting tasks. And
this task conflict is, in turn, derived
from how the job of improving perfor-
mance is conceptualized.

To Bush and Obama, performance
improvement is a staff function. Obvi-
ously, goes this logic, line managers
can’t improve their agencies’ perfor-
mance. They’ve proven that. So our
only recourse is to put over them a
high-level staff person who will en-
courage and/or compel results. 

Unfortunately, producing results is
not a staff function. It is a line job.
Staff units do not produce results.
Performance can only be improved by
line agencies. If any elected chief
executive—president, prime minister,
governor, premier, mayor—wants to
improve the results produced by a
line agency, that chief executive will
need to invest in that agency’s leader-
ship and operational capacity.

The chief executive can appoint the
world’s most knowledgeable perform-
ance staffer. And that staffer can offer
brilliant advice and/or brutal punish-
ments. Unless, however, line execu-
tives have the leadership ability to

motivate front-line workers to pro-
duce real results, the performance
staffer will accomplish little.

Yet note the kind of people who
have become the Bush administra-
tion’s PIOs. People with skills in bud-
geting, or strategic planning, or per-
formance measurement. How might a
budget official think about perfor-
mance? In terms of dollars saved?
How might a strategic planner think
about performance? In terms of bril-
liant strategies? How might someone
who focuses on the measurements
think about performance? In terms of
the validity of the measures employed
or the accuracy of the data collected?

Line managers might, however,
think about performance differently.
They might (at least if they aren’t
being continuously scrutinized by
their local performance evaluator) be
willing to define their organization’s
performance deficit, specify a strategy
for eliminating (or, at least mitigating)
that deficit, and develop some infor-
mative measures to tell them how
much progress they are making.
Then, they would develop strategies
for motivating their line staff to attack
that performance deficit with energy
and intelligence, 

Performance measurement is im-
portant. So is performance evalua-
tion. They are necessary but not suffi-
cient. Indeed, we do have a lot of
measures and a lot of evaluations.
But neither measures nor evaluations
produce any results.

What is really needed is perfor-
mance leadership. And that respon-
sibility—the leadership responsibility
of the line executives to motivate their
organization to produce results—is
not a staff function. d
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Performance is not a staff func-
tion. It is a line job. Staff units
do not produce results. Elected
chief executives who seek to
improve their government’s per-
formance need to invest in the
leadership and operational ca-
pacity of their line agencies.
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Drafting A Final Report Years Early
In the United States, for sixteen of

the fifty state governors, their job
ends in two years. State law requires
it. The same is true for the cabinet
secretaries, department directors, and
agency chiefs who are gubernatorial
appointees. On December 31, 2010
(or some day very close to it), they will
walk out the door for the last time.

As these public executives say
goodbye to their employees, to legisla-
tors, to journalists, and to citizens,
what will they declare that they have
achieved? What successes will they
list on their resume? What accom-
plishments will they publish in their
final report?

A few of these executives have
already thought about these ques-
tions. Most have not.

After all, they are much more wor-
ried about today. They are confronted
with too many immediate and very
pressing problems: How much will
their FY 2010 budget be cut? How
much will they still have to cut from
their FY 2009 budget? What pro-
grams will they need to cut? To termi-
nate? Who will they have to furlough?
To lay off?

“Worry about my final report?
“That’s two years away. I have to deal
with today’s realities—not some hypo-
thetical, maybe future.” Most public
executives assume (that is, if they
think about this at all) that they
might ponder this some day, some-
time over the holidays.

This is a mistake. If public execu-
tives wish to go out the door with a
list of specific results produced, they
need to start thinking now—two years
ahead of time—about the significant
accomplishments that their final
report will contain. They need to draft
their agency’s final report today.

After all, how can the executive—
and the organization—produce these
accomplishments if no one knows
what they are actually supposed to
accomplish? Writing down these to-
be-achieved accomplishments is,
itself, a disciplining process. It forces
the executive to think ahead, to imag-

ine the future—and the results that
the organization will have produced
between now and then. It requires the
executive to think in the future per-
fect tense: By December 2010, we will
have produced these specific results.

Okay: Ignore this flashback to
ninth-grade English. Don’t worry
about the proper tense. Worry about
what you are going to get done—what
your agency will get done by when.

Having decided what the organiza-
tion will have accomplished, the exec-
utive can think backwards to the
present and develop a strategic time-
line for getting from here to there: If
we are to achieve our December 2010
performance targets, what should we
be doing in the last quarter of 2010?
In the third quarter? In the second
quarter? In the first quarter?

Then, continuing to work back-
wards, what should we be doing in
the fourth quarter of 2009? In the
third quarter? In the second? Finally,
what should we be doing in the first
quarter of 2009, so that we will be in
the position to do all of those other
things in the second quarter of 2009,
in the . . . and ultimately in the
fourth and final quarter of 2010?

Naturally, things won’t work out
exactly this way. What you decide
your organization needs to do in the
first quarter of 2009 will not be strict-
ly what it does. Certainly, what you
decide your organization needs to be
doing in the final quarter of 2010 will
not be precisely what it does. It might
not even be close.

Along the way, you and your orga-
nization will undoubtedly have to

make some adjustments—many ad-
justments. This is true in ordinary
times. Today, everything is in flux.

Still, if you are going to get some-
where—if you are going to try to get
somewhere—you need a clear idea of
where that somewhere is. The alter-
native is pure confusion. That great
American philosopher, Yogi Berra,
explained it best: “You’ve got to be
careful if you don’t know where you’re
going ’cause you might not get there.”

Today, public employees need to
know where they are going. They are
worried—worried about their agency,
worried about themselves. Without a
sense of purpose, they will simply
hunker down. Without something
significant to accomplish, they will
concentrate on survival.

To you, December 31, 2010 is two
long years away. To some civil ser-
vants, however, you have only two
years left. To them, you may already
be a lame duck—if not “lame,” never-
theless a little impaired. Thus, some
people may be beginning to think
about how they will look to your suc-
cessor. You need to keep them fo-
cused on what needs to be achieved
during these final two years.

Fortunately, you can help them
look good to any future boss by help-
ing them to achieve something signifi-
cant. After all, the next boss will need
to quickly figure out who has the
personal and operational capacity to
produce real results. By naming in
your final report those who contrib-
uted the most to your agency’s  per-
formance, you can both reward them
and help your successor.

Today is the opportune time to
write the first draft of your December
31, 2010 final report. d
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results produced need to start
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complishments that their agen-
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The Performance-Target Ethic
How can citizens decide whether

their governments and public agen-
cies are performing well?

Today, many public agencies and
government jurisdictions have their
data dashboards. These Web sites
contain a glut of input, administra-
tive, operational, output, and out-
come data. In fact, most governmen-
tal dashboards contain so much data
that they are useless. It isn’t obvious
what data are relevant and what data
aren’t. It isn’t even obvious how or
where to find the meaningful data.

Too often, these dashboards are
little more than data dumps. Conse-
quently, citizens are confused: What
data might provide what kind of clues
about what agency’s performance?

Furthermore, even if a citizen is
concerned about a specific aspect of
governmental performance, and even
if this citizen has figured out what
measure captures this specific aspect
of performance, how can a citizen
decide whether the reported results
are outstanding, good, fair, or stinko?

To evaluate a public agency, citi-
zens need to answer the compared-
with-what? question.

With what can the citizen compare
his or her selected performance mea-
sure? There are three obvious candi-
dates: (1) the agency’s past perfor-
mance, (2) the performance of similar
agencies in similar jurisdictions, (3)
the agency’s own performance target.
Each has pluses and minuses.

The agency’s past performance is
an obvious basis for an evaluative
comparison. Is the agency improving
or not? But any improvement might
be accidental. After all, any improve-
ment could easily be explained by the
well-known statistical phenomenon of
“regression towards the mean.”

If an organization is producing
results that are below (or above) its
usual level of performance, what
should we expect in the future? An-
swer: It will “regress” or move towards
its normal mean. Regardless of what
its managers or employees do, if a
public agency has been performing

very badly, we would expect it to im-
prove. Conversely, if an organization
has been doing particularly well, we
would expect its performance to slip.

(Hint to would-be public managers:
Don’t take a job managing a well-
performing agency; for even if you are
brilliant, regression towards the mean
may undermine your efforts. Instead,
do take a job managing a poorly per-
forming agency; as long as you avoid
big mistakes that make things worse,
regression towards the mean can help
your reputation.)

Okay:  Maybe we should compare
the agency’s performance with that of
similar agency’s in similar jurisdic-
tions. Maybe. But how similar are
these jurisdictions, these agencies?

Consider the task of picking up the
trash. Most municipalities do this. So
why not compare a set of similar
municipalities in terms, for example,
of their per-ton-collected cost? If a
sanitation department collects its
trash more cheaply than others, isn’t
it doing a better job?

Maybe. Maybe not. It might be
cheaper to pick up trash in a munici-
pality where houses are close to each
other. Besides, the city council has
made a number of policy choices that
can affect the cost: Will citizens roll
their trash out to the street, or will
the city pick it up at their back door?
Has the city made a capital invest-
ment in city-owned trash cans that
work with the city’s trash trucks to
make the process more efficient?
Moreover, the fit between these cans
and the city’s trucks might leave less
debris on the sidewalks and streets.

After all, citizens don’t just care
about cost; they also care about how
messy their streets are after trash
day. And the policy choices made by
the city council, even on the basic
operational task of collecting trash,
reflect a variety of conflicting citizen
preferences. Thus, it is logically legiti-
mate to compare only those jurisdic-
tions that have made very similar (if
not quite identical) policy choices.

A third possibility is to compare an
agency’s performance with its own
performance target. After all, this
target reflects (either directly or indi-
rectly) policy choices of the jurisdic-
tion’s political leadership—both elect-
ed and appointed. Indeed, creating a
performance target is, itself, a policy
choice. It states: With these resources
(and flexibilities), we commit to ac-
complish the following . . . .

Then, at the end of the month,
quarter, or year, the data will reveal
whether the agency did, indeed, ac-
complish what it set out to do.

It would be tempting to pass a law
or promulgate a rule requiring all
agencies to set performance targets.
And if we do so, all agencies will com-
ply. They will, however, see this re-
quirement as just another regulatory
hoop-jumping exercise. Yes, they will
jump through it. But they will not
take the hoop seriously.

Instead, citizens need to establish
the performance-target ethic: “We
expect our elected and appointed
executives to establish specific, mean-
ingful performance targets.”

If a governmental jurisdiction and
its agencies did create such targets,
its citizens would have a clear basis
on which to judge whether their gov-
ernment was performing well. d
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Citizens need to establish the
performance-target ethic: “We
expect our elected and appointed
executives to establish specific,
meaningful performance targets.”
Then citizens will have a basis
on which to judge whether their
government is performing well.
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The Gotcha-Game Debate
It always comes up. In any discus-

sion of any PerformanceStat—wheth-
er it is CompStat or CitiStat, or some
other AgencyStat or JurisdictionStat
—someone raises the gotcha question.

“Isn’t this just a gotcha game?”
The question came up again last

month in Baltimore, at the Maryland
Stat Summit hosted by Mayor Sheila
Dixon. Panelists included officials
who worked with Baltimore’s CitiStat,
Maryland’s StateStat, plus others
including Mayor Joseph Curtatone of
Somerville, Massachusetts, which has
its own SomerStat.

This time, the gotcha question
concerned who gets to see what be-
fore Baltimore’s biweekly CitiStat
meetings: Why doesn’t the agency
that is appearing before the mayor’s
leadership team get to see the ques-
tions that it will be asked? If the
agency knew the questions that it
would be asked, it could prepare itself
better. Doesn’t this prove that the
mayor’s office is playing gotcha?

Some people in the room shared
this concern. Others suggested that
the approach taken by Baltimore and
some other jurisdictions and agencies
had a few advantages.

First, several people noted that the
data that the CitiStat analyst used to
identify problems and questions were
not secret. The agencies had these
data too. Often, these data came from
the agency itself. For example, in a
police department, the CompStat staff
get their data from the department’s
districts, which obviously have their
data before the CompStat staff does.

Others noted a second advantage:
If, before a PerformanceStat meeting,
a subunit is told the few questions it
will be asked, it will prepare to re-
spond to only those issues. It will,
quite naturally, ignore others.

Maybe, however, the Performance-
Stat staff is focusing on trivial prob-
lems or asking the wrong questions.
Maybe, the line agency with the re-
sponsibility for actually producing re-
sults understands its own problems
better than a few analysts working

out of a centralized, far-off location.
Maybe the agency, from its own, inde-
pendent analysis of its data, will iden-
tify the key performance deficit on
which it should focus next.

Thus, the “secrecy” of the memo
prepared by PerformaceStat staff
accomplishes something else: It en-
courages each subunit to continu-
ously analyze its own data—all of its
data. It motivates a second set of
analytical eyes that can identify prob-
lems and suggest potential solutions.

Third, explained Matt Gallagher,
now the director of Maryland’s State-
Stat, this process helps separate “the
contenders from the pretenders.” Fre-
quent PerformanceStat meetings can
provide the chief executive with infor-
mation about the leadership skills of
people several layers down in the

agency. In1991, Valentina Ukwuoma,
an immigrant from Nigeria, started
work at Baltimore’s Department of
Public Works as a recycling program
inspector. Today, she is the director
of the Bureau of Solid Waste.

How did this happen? Naturally,
Ukwuoma’s career path took several
turns. But one thing that kept her
path going up was the city’s constant
focus—at meeting after meeting—on
performance. When middle managers
are asked questions at a CitiStat
meeting, some complain or mumble.
Others, however, are prepared with
an answer or a proposal; or they will
simply say: “I don’t know today, but I
will in two weeks.” After watching a
PerformanceStat session or two, even
an outsider can separate the pretend-
ers from the contenders.

A final example came from An-
thony Barksdale, Baltimore’s deputy
police commissioner for operations
who runs the city’s CompStat meet-
ings. The police department had a
suspect in a rape case, but lacked
enough evidence to arrest him. But
Barksdale and his staff discovered
that this suspect had an outstanding
warrant for his arrest on another
crime. Asked Barksdale: How come
“the colonel, major, lieutenant, ser-
geant, and detective” in the district
couldn’t find this warrant but my
staff could? Doesn’t this suggest some
management shortcoming?

When creating their Performance-
Stat, some jurisdictions and agencies
have consciously tried to avoid play-
ing gotcha. Before each meeting, they
circulate all of the data, analyses, and
questions to every subunit.

This has an obvious advantage. It
reduces the anxiety of subunit man-
agers. After all, a manager who must
answer pointed questions about his
or her unit’s performance in front of
superiors, peers, and subordinates
can find the experience quite intimi-
dating. Making the questions public
can reduce this anxiety. 

This approach does, however, also
come with some disadvantages. It
does not motivate subunits to con-
duct their own analyses of their data.
And it limits a chief executive’s ability
to evaluate individual managers.

PerformanceStat isn’t a gotcha
game. It’s a leadership strategy for
producing results. Each agency or
jurisdiction that seeks to employ the
strategy needs to think carefully
about how best to adapt the various
aspects of the strategy to best im-
prove government’s performance. d
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When creating a Performance-
Stat, some try to avoid playing
gotcha by circulating all of the
data, analyses and questions.
But this does not motivate sub-
units to analyze their own data.
And it constrains an executive’s
ability to evaluate managers.
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“Compared with What?”
“All Bolivia can’t look like this,”

observes Robert Leroy Parker.
“How do you know?” responds

Harry Longbaugh. “This might be the
garden spot of the whole country.
People may travel hundreds of miles
just to get to this spot where we’re
standing now. This might be the At-
lantic City, New Jersey of all Bolivia
for all you know.”

Devoted cinema fans will immedi-
ately recognize this exchange between
Paul Newman as Butch Cassidy and
Robert Redford as the Sundance Kid.
Chased by an aggressive posse, the
two outlaws have escaped from the
American West to Bolivia, only to be
surprised by where they land.

Comparing the village with places
he has known, Butch immediately
assumes that Bolivia has to have
better villages. But Sundance isn’t so
sure.  Maybe when you compare this
spot with the rest of Bolivia, it will be
the nation’s Atlantic City.

Butch and Sundance both evaluate
the village. But they reach opposite
conclusions. Why? Because, each is
making a different comparison.

All evaluations involve a compari-
son. Whether you are evaluating a
village or a public agency, you do so
by making a comparison. If you de-
cide that a village or an agency is
outstanding, you do so because it is
better than your basis of comparison.

That’s why every evaluation has to
begin with the key question: “Com-
pared with what?”

Indeed, any analysis begins with
this question. As you try to under-
stand implications of some data, you
are always making a comparison.

Is the number 2,000 big or small?
In the abstract, this is a meaningless
question. If 2,000 is the population of
a city, it is small. If 2,000 is the num-
ber of murders in the city, it is large.
You can decide whether the 2,000 is
big or small only after you select a
standard with which to compare it.

Is a public agency performing well?
Again, you cannot answer this ques-
tion until you have selected a basis of

comparison. Indeed, to do any evalua-
tion, you must make two choices.

First, you have to choose the what
that will be compared—the perfor-
mance measure. For example, how
should you measure the performance
of a city’s health department? The
number of citizens who got sick last
year?  The number of people who got
sick from food poisoning in the city’s
restaurants? The number of health-
code violations that city inspectors
issued to restaurants? The number of
innovative regulations that the health
commissioner issued for newly-proven
health problems that have yet to be
creatively checked?

In the abstract, the choice is not
obvious. It depends upon the city’s
circumstances. If a large number of
citizens—is 2,000 a large number

here?—contracted food poisoning
from the city’s restaurants, the health
commissioner may need to focus on
this performance deficit. Alternatively,
if all organizations are complying with
the city’s entire health code, maybe
the commissioner should seek to
make people healthier by improving
personal behaviors that the city can-
not regulate but only encourage.

If the commissioner fails to choose
a specific purpose to be achieved—
along with an accompanying perfor-
mance measure—others will certainly
do so. Evaluation will happen—on
terms set either by the commissioner
or by others.

The evaluation will necessarily
focus on the purpose to be achieved.
This is why public executives have
the responsibility to craft purposes.

Having chosen the purpose and
measure of its achievement, the sec-
ond choice concerns the basis of com-
parison: With what will this year’s
achievements be compared? 

Will they be compared with the
achievements of other similar agen-
cies in other similar jurisdictions?
Yet, these agencies will never be iden-
tical. Moreover, they may have started
from a higher or lower base. If, last
year, other health departments had
many fewer cases of food poisoning
from restaurants, do they provide a
meaningful basis of comparison?

Maybe this year’s achievements
should be compared with last year’s.
If the department reduced the cases
of food poisoning by 5 percent, is this
a success? Is this meaningful?

A third basis of comparison is the
commissioner’s performance target.
If, because food poisoning is a serious
problem, the commissioner decided to
make reducing these illnesses a key
purpose, the commissioner needs to
do more than deliver a speech pro-
claiming that “we will vigorously at-
tack the immoral restaurant owners
and close them down.” The commis-
sioner also needs to set a target. 

Such a performance target will give
citizen’s an answer to the compared-
with-what? question. It will also cre-
ate a cause with which to mobilize re-
sources and motivate people.

For evaluating a public agency,
there are many possible standards.
For citizens, however, the  most use-
ful standard may be the agency’s
own. Citizens should establish a norm
—not a rule, but an expectation—that
public executives will answer the
compared-with-what? question by
creating performance targets. d
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The evaluation of a public agency
involves a comparison. If you
decide that an agency is out-
standing, you do so because it is
better than your basis of com-
parison.  Thus, every evaluation
begins with the key question:
“Compared with what?”
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Shining a Bright Light
Last spring, the Taubman Center

for State and Local Government and
the Rappaport Institute for Greater
Boston sponsored a series of semi-
nars on PerformanceStat—the leader-
ship strategy, for which the most
well-known examples are the New
York Police Department’s CompStat
and Baltimore’s CitiStat.

One of these seminars, on what we
called “SocialServiceStat,” examined
how Los Angeles and New York were
using this strategy to motivate and to
learn how to help local citizens find
employment. The Los Angeles County
Department of Social Services was
represented by Karen Kent, director of
DPSSTATS. The New York City Hu-
man Resources Administration was
represented by Joseph DeMartino,
deputy commissioner for Program
Reporting Analysis and Accountability
with responsibility for JobStat.

Later, a small group of scholars
and public executives gathered over
dinner to continue the conversation.
As is almost always the case in these
discussions of public-management
strategies, the dominant issues were:
“Why does this work?” “Why should
this work?” “How can I make this
work in my [obviously different] orga-
nization?” “What is the cause-and-
effect theory behind this kind of effort
to improve performance?”

Soon the discussion focused on
one cause-and-effect theory: the value
of “shining a bright light” on the per-
formance of individual units. Indeed,
that’s what the PerformanceStat data,
the PerformanceStat meetings, and
the PerformanceStat follow-up all do.
They shine a very bright light on the
results that individual units are pro-
ducing (or not producing). The
PerformanceStat data provide this
information—the light. Then, the
meetings and the follow-up ensure
that this light is, indeed, very bright.

Shining a light on the performance
of different units can both motivate
improved performance and generate
experiments from which everyone can
learn how to produce better results.

But how? For any Performance-
Stat, the details do matter. They mat-
ter a lot. The leaders of any organiza-
tion that seeks to use the light-shin-
ing approach needs to work out at
least seven different details.

(1) “Who is doing the shining?” If
the organization’s leaders are doing
the shining—if the members of the
leadership team all know the details
of the performance of the units on
which they are shining the light—
those units will pay attention.

(2) “On what is the light shining?”
A flood light won’t accomplish too
much. If the organization’s leadership
is trying to light up every aspect of
performance, the light’s impact will be
similarly diffuse. The leadership team
needs to focus a spotlight on their
organization’s performance deficits.

(3) “On whom is the light shining?”
The leadership team needs to decide
on exactly what level of the organiza-
tion to focus the light. What units’—
and thus what managers’—perfor-
mance does it want to illuminate?

(4) “On whom else is the same light
shining?” Is the same light shining on
a set of similar units with similar
operational responsibilities? If so, this
light will be implicitly (and perhaps
very explicitly) comparing each unit’s
performance with that of other similar
units. Moreover, this light will also be
comparing the performance of these
units’ managers. Consequently, many
(if not all) of these managers will seek
to learn how to improve performance.
Then, each manager will seek to moti-
vate everyone in his or her unit to
employ these innovations.

(5) “Who else will see on what and
on whom the light is shining?” Will
the people managing these similar
units not only see how the light is
illuminating their performance? Will
they also see the light shining on
every other unit’s performance? If so,
these managers will want to make
sure that their peers do not think
that they and their unit are slackers.

(6) “How often is the light turned
on?” Are these light-shining happen-
ings infrequent and episodic, some-
thing that can easily be ignored given
more immediate (and perhaps con-
flicting) pressures? Or will the light—
the same damn light—be shined on
every manager next month, and the
month after that, and the . . . ?

(7) “How long will the light shine?”
Is this light-shining thing simply the
latest management fad, soon to be
replaced by performance dieting or
results therapy? Or has all of this
light shining become a permanent
part of the organization’s performance
strategy that, because it is proving so
effective, will even be continued by
the next administration?

PerformanceStat is not the only
strategy that public executives can
use to ratchet up the results pro-
duced by their agencies. To be suc-
cessful, however, any such strategy
has to shine a very bright light on the
performance of individual units.

Shining a light on the performance
of such units can motivate the people
in these units to improve performance
using existing, well-established prac-
tices and foster experiments to learn
new, more effective approaches. Still,
thinking through how exactly to shine
this light is essential to its illu-
minative effectiveness. d
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What is the cause-and-effect
theory behind PerformanceStat?
This leadership strategy focuses
a very bright light on the perfor-
mance of individual units, thus
motivating each unit to improve
and generating experiments from
which everyone can learn.
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Dashboards as Data Dumps
Are you in favor of transparency?

Of course you are. Everyone is in
favor of transparency in government.
Citizens ought to have a right to know
what their government is doing. Pub-
lic agencies ought to tell citizens what
they are doing, what they are spend-
ing, what they are accomplishing.

Moreover, the more transparency
the better. Public agencies ought to
provide citizens with as much infor-
mation as possible.

As a result, a variety of government
jurisdictions and public agencies (and
nonprofit organizations too) have
created “dashboards.” On a pretty
Web site, they post tables, bar charts,
pie charts, even gauges that look like
those on your car’s dashboard.

Moreover, these dashboards can be
quite extensive—containing a variety
of data: expenditure data, personnel
data, output data, even outcome data.

How, however, should a citizen
interpret such dashboard data? What
story do these data tell? Do they sug-
gest that performance is improving?
Or is it deteriorating? How would a
citizen know?

Too often, the dashboard contains
only raw information—every category
of data that the organization collects.
There is so much data, that the citi-
zen doesn’t know where to begin.
Even the analyst for an active stake-
holder group may not know where to
find the relevant data, let alone the
comparative data that would permit a
meaningful interpretation.

The data dashboard is a metaphor,
suggesting that it provides the infor-
mation necessary to operate the orga-
nization, just as the data on an auto-
mobile dashboard provides the data
necessary to operate the car.

But note that your car’s dashboard
offers only a few pieces of data. It
includes your speed and miles driven.
It tells you your engine’s oil pressure,
though, today, most cars have only
an idiot light that goes on when the
oil pressure is too low. After all, how
many drivers know what their oil
pressure should be. It might also

display your engine’s RPMs, though
do you ever pay attention to that?
(And the inscrutable check-engine
light only tells you to go to an expert.)

Despite the variety of information
displayed on your dashboard, 99
percent of the time, you pay attention
to only one piece of data: your speed.

And what should your speed be?
What is a good speed? What is a bad
speed? You can’t answer these ques-
tions by only looking at your dash-
board. You need to understand  the
context in which you are operating.

Fortunately, that context is easy to
obtain. Just look out the window.
Doing so, you see the official speed
limit which is posted on a sign, and
how fast the traffic is moving.

Is driving 50 miles per hour too
fast or too slow? That depends. And it
doesn’t depend upon anything that
you can see on your car’s dashboard.
It depends upon what you see out-
side. To determine whether your
speed is too fast or too slow, you need
a basis of comparison.

Moreover, the speed displayed on
your dashboard is simply your speed
at this very moment. It doesn’t reveal
whether your speed is going up or
down. Fortunately, you already pos-
sess this contextual information. And,
again, you don’t get this information
from your dashboard; you have it
because you know what you have
been doing with your foot on the ac-
celerator pedal.

The same is true for the data on
any governmental dashboard. To
interpret the information on the
dashboard—let alone to understand

what actions the dashboard’s data
suggest you should take—you need
some contextual information. But
what information would provide a
useful comparison?

Here are three possibilities: (1) last
year’s, last quarter’s, and last
month’s data. (2) similar data from
similar organizations. (3) this year’s
performance targets, which suggest
the performance deficits that the
agency is trying to fix. A dashboard
that contains such data, permits
citizens to make some intelligent
comparisons and useful judgments.

In The New Yorker of January 8,
2007, Malcolm Gladwell wrote an
article titled, “Open Secrets: Enron,
intelligence, and the perils of too
much information.” Gladwell argues
that the data required to understand
Enron’s financial manipulations were
available in the firm’s public reports.

The problem was not a lack of
transparency. The problem was the
inability of analysts to dissect the
existing data in a way that revealed
what the company was doing and
thus the firm’s perilous situation.
Eventually, however, several journal-
ists did. So did a class of six MBA
students at Cornell.

How can a public agency obfuscate
while at the same time pretend to
respond to the demands for more
transparency? Simple. Don’t just
provide the requested data. Don’t just
provide the key data. Don’t just pro-
vide the revealing data. Instead, pro-
vide every tiny piece of available data.
This is obfuscation by disclosure.

When dashboards are mere data
dumps, they don’t create transpar-
ency. Too many dashboards create
nothing but confusion. d
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How can an agency obfuscate
while at the same time respond
to the demands for transpar-
ency? Simple. Don’t just provide
the requested data. Don’t just
provide the key data. Instead,
provide all of the available data.
This is obfuscation by disclosure.
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Expectations for Performance Audits
Six months ago, I was in Olympia,

Washington, the state capitol, when
parts of my schedule were canceled.
So naturally, I went to a hearing
conducted by the Joint Legislative
Audit and Review Committee on a
recent performance audit of the
state’s Department of Transportation.

This “performance audit,” prepared
by Ernst & Young for the state audi-
tor, made eleven recommendations on
six aspects of “administration and
overhead operations.” For Human
Resources the audit recommended
that the department “centralize per-
sonnel administration processing” in
headquarters. For Payroll/Time Re-
porting, it proposed “a bank lockbox
for department-wide cash receipts.” 

These recommendations, which
focused “largely on streamlining and
centralizing operations,” would pro-
duce an estimated five-year cost sav-
ings of $18,193,059 to $23,575,669.
Over five years, the bank lockbox
would, alone, save $651,147—not a
penny less or a penny more.

One legislator noted that, for a
proposed change in the payroll sys-
tem, he could not find any mention in
the report of any costs to make this
change. “Do you see no one-time
costs for system modifications?” he
asked. “I would say that you do have
a cost to changing the system espe-
cially when you’re dealing with a sys-
tem built in 1981,” admitted Ernst &
Young. “It’s fairly old.”

This “performance” audit had noth-
ing to do with improving transporta-
tion performance. It was all about the
savings—as measured precisely to the
nearest dollar. Yet, when asked about
the costs to upgrade computer soft-
ware to implement one of the recom-
mendations, Ernst & Young could
only observe that there would be
some costs. Indeed, to some ques-
tions, Ernst & Young could only an-
swer “I’m not really sure” and “I don’t
have the technical people here.” The
audit cost taxpayers $659,100.

Government agencies are popu-
lated with all sorts of professionals—

from engineers to forest rangers. Who
would have thought that one of the
professions to go entrepreneurial
would be the auditors? They must
have found the financial stuff too
boring. Today, any self-respecting
government auditor has his or her
own performance-auditing unit.

There is, however, a key difference
between auditing finances and audit-
ing performance. The expectations for
behavior on which any financial audit
is based reflect generally accepted
political norms that are well-codified
in law. Such laws tell public manag-
ers that they cannot steal the money.
The appropriation legislation specifies
the purposes and activities on which
an agency can spend its funds.

This very specific legislation estab-
lishes the expectations. It provides
the basis for a financial audit—for
determining whether the money has
been spent according to the rules.

For a performance audit, however,
what is the equivalent of the financial
rules? Who has set what expectations
for performance for which the audi-
tors can check?

The U.S. Government Accountabil-
ity Office, in its “Yellow Book,” estab-
lishes Government Auditing Stan-
dards. In it, GAO says that the objec-
tives of a performance audit “may
vary widely and include assessments
of program effectiveness, economy,
and efficiency; internal control; com-
pliance; and prospective analysis
[about the future].” That’s quite a
broad list; indeed GAO lists 32 differ-
ent examples of audit objectives
—from “assessing the extent to which

legislative, regulatory or organizations
goals and objectives are being
achieved” to “determining whether
government resources (inputs) are
obtained at reasonable costs while
meeting timeliness and quality consid-
erations.” Who said auditors couldn’t
be entrepreneurial?

That certainly gives the perfor-
mance auditor a lot of room to ma-
neuver. Most importantly, it permits
the auditors to establish their own,
personal standards about what does
or does not constitute good perfor-
mance.

The Auditor General of Arizona
asserts that “Performance audits are
designed to determine whether an
agency is achieving the objectives
established by the Legislature and
managing its resources in an effec-
tive, economical, and efficient man-
ner.” Effective, economical, efficient?
No one is against any of that, which is
why the “performance audit,” of the
Washington Department of Transpor-
tation focused on saving money.

But Arizona’s definition assumes
something that is truly rare: That the
legislature established clear objec-
tives—objectives that are specific
enough to be audited.

When it comes to determining what
performance targets a public agency
should achieve, legislatures are quite
allergic to specificity. After all, by
proposing a very explicit performance
target to be achieved, a legislator can
easily alienate allies who have slightly
(or significantly) different performance
priorities. Yet, without such specific-
ity—without explicit performance
targets—how can an independent
auditor evaluate an agency’s perfor-
mance? d
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For a performance audit, what is
the equivalent of the financial
rules?  Who has set what expec-
tations for performance for
which the auditors can check?
Without explicit performance
targets, how can an auditor eval-
uate an agency’s performance?
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Measurement is Rarely Enough
“Performance management” means

different things to different people.
In the HR world, performance

management is performance ap-
praisal. The emphasis is on getting
the right assessment of individuals by
using the right evaluation forms, plus
compensation policies that link the
individual’s pay to his or her perfor-
mance. The task is to get these sys-
tems properly aligned. The implicit
assumption is that, if your HR sys-
tems can sort and reward individuals
by their individual performance, you
will get better performance.

In another world, performance
management is performance measure-
ment. Here the emphasis is on getting
the right measures by collecting the
right facts. The task is to determine
what should be measured and how to
collect these data—and, perhaps, to
decide who should see what compo-
nents of these data. The implicit as-
sumption here is that, if you measure
it, you will get more of it.

This version of performance man-
agement—that performance measure-
ment is performance management—is
driven by the well known aphorism:
“What gets measured gets done.” 

Underlying these five words, how-
ever, are three critical assumptions.

Assumption #1: We can measure
precisely what we want.

Assumption #2: We can collect
current data frequently enough
to provide useful feedback.

Assumption #3: Employing this
feedback, people can get done
what we are measuring.

If, however, any of these three as-
sumptions isn’t quite true, perfor-
mance measurement will not actually
cause the desired performance.

Unfortunately, in the public sector,
it is usually difficult—often impossi-
ble—to measure precisely what we
want. After all, what we really want
are outcomes, and outcomes are noto-
riously difficult to measure. We want
our public health department to pro-
duce healthy citizens. We want our
national parks to provide easy access

to the scenic beauty of nature without
a lot of crowds. How do you measure
these outcomes?

Moreover, we often can’t get useful
data for years. We want our education
departments to produce students who
grow up to be productive employees
and responsible citizens. Even if we
had widely accepted measures for
these outcomes, they would not be
available in time to provide operation-
ally valuable feedback.

Thus we resort to readily available
surrogates. But none of these surro-
gate measures will be precisely what
we want. All will have flaws. Conse-
quently, when people try to make
these not-quite-right measures move
in the desired direction, they may (or
may not) produce the outcome we
truly desire.

This can happen even if we can
frequently collect current data on a
measure that captures precisely the
outcome we seek. For the third as-
sumption—that people have the ca-
pacity to move the measure in the
desired direction—may not hold. 

Do we know how to make the citi-
zenry healthier? Sure. Stop smoking.
Eat fruits and vegetables. Exercise
frequently. Lose weight. The basic list
is well established and well known. 

Unfortunately, your local health
department can’t make these healthy
behaviors happen. The department
might have very accurate measures
about how many people in the juris-
diction are overweight. It might even
have data on which individuals are
overweight and by how much. But
giving the health department these

measures doesn’t mean that the staff
will be able to do anything to cause
these people to lose weight.

It is the individual, not the depart-
ment, who gets the weight-losing
done. Yet, one useful component of an
individual’s weight-loss strategy is, in
fact, measurement. A number of re-
searchers, including Rena Wing of the
Brown University Medical School and
Jennifer Linde of the University of
Minnesota School of Public Health,
have concluded that people who
weigh themselves daily are more likely
to lose weight.

Why? Perhaps it is because, for
this performance task, the three as-
sumptions are, indeed, met. 

First, what is being measured is
precisely what you want. The over-
weight dieters are seeking (presum-
ably) to lose weight. And, in this case,
the scale measures weight directly.

Second, these people can obtain
these current data frequently. Indeed,
the research suggests that daily
weighing really works. After all, daily
data provide feedback that can guide
the dieter’s actions.

Third, these people do have the
ability to get done what is being mea-
sured. They don’t have to, of course.
But, at least, the people who are re-
ceiving these measurement data are
the ones who can get it done.

Performance management is more
than performance measurement. To
produce real results in any organiza-
tion—public or private—requires per-
formance leadership. These leaders do
need some measures to provide use-
ful, timely feedback. In addition, how-
ever, they need strategies for motivat-
ing teams to experiment with ways to
close their performance deficit. d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
mance: Leadership Strategies that
Produce Results.” His latest publica-
tion is: What All Mayors Would Like to
Know About Baltimore’s CitiStat Per-
formance Strategy.

Performance management is
more than performance mea-
surement. To produce real
results requires performance
leadership. Such leaders do need
measures. But they also need
strategies for motivating teams
to close their performance deficit.
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Predicting Managerial Performance
In 1978, in the 20th round of the

amateur baseball draft, the Philadel-
phia Phillies chose Ryne Sandberg.
Overall, Sandberg was the 511th pick.

Six years later (after being traded
to the Chicago Cubs), Sandberg was
overwhelmingly selected as the Na-
tional League’s most valuable player.
From 1984 to 1993, he played in ten
straight All-Star games.

In 2005, Sandberg was elected to
baseball’s Hall of Fame. Of the players
drafted in 1978, only one other has
been so honored. (In the second
round, future Hall of Famer Cal
Ripken was chosen by the Baltimore
Orioles, the team for which his father
worked.) 

This means that on 509 separate
opportunities, very savvy baseball
executives on all 26 major-league
baseball teams chose another player.
All of them failed to recognize Sand-
berg’s potential and chose a player
who proved much less successful.

In fact, of the 26 players selected
in the first round of the 1978 draft,
twelve of them—or nearly half— never
played a single game for a major
league team. Of the 20 players that
the Phillies drafted before Sandberg,
only two ever played in the major
leagues—one for just 62 games; the
other for a mere four.

Moreover, the 1978 draft was not
that unusual; over the next two de-
cades, of the 669 players drafted in
the first round, 205 of them—over
30%—never played in a major league
game. And of those who did make it
to the majors, some got no more than
the proverbial cup of coffee.

Branch Rickey was a baseball in-
novator, who invented the farm sys-
tem. He designed and implemented
the strategy that broke baseball’s
color barrier and brought Jackie Rob-
inson to the Brooklyn Dodgers.  Base-
ball Commissioner Happy Chandler
once observed that Rickey knew “how
to put a dollar sign on a muscle.”
Today, however, few executives seem
to know how to do this. When they
come to select their future players,

baseball executives appear to be do-
ing little more than guessing.

Yet when they make these choices,
they do possess a lot of information.
They can scout any high school or
college player in whom they are inter-
ested. Thus, they have been able to
actually watch them perform—mul-
tiple times, in multiple situations.

Moreover, they have a lot of perfor-
mance data on each such player. And
they can disaggregate these data in
multiple ways: How does this
prospect hit with two strikes against
left-handed pitching? Indeed, over the
last several decades many baseball
teams—beginning with the Oakland
Athletics—have aggressively used
such statistics to select their players.

Still, approximately a third of the
time, they aren’t even close. Why?

Because, I think, it is difficult to
predict how someone will perform at
the next level. Sure, a player may be
a baseball star in college. But this
does not guarantee that he will per-
form well at the various minor-league
levels, let alone in the major leagues.
After all, at each successive level, not
only will more of the players be better
and thus the caliber of play be more
challenging; in addition, the nature of
the game will be qualitatively differ-
ent. The individual players and the
team strategies will be more sophisti-
cated, more intelligent. At each level,
the game becomes more demanding

Consequently, the skills and ap-
proach that made a player successful
at one level may prove less effective at
the next. This is captured in the stan-
dard question that every baseball

executive asks about any baseball
prospect: “Can he hit a major-league
curveball?”

Unfortunately, there is no way to
obtain a firm answer to this question
until the player actually hits against
a pitcher who has a deceptive and
effective major-league curveball.

The same problem arises whenever
a public-management position be-
comes vacant. There are a lot of can-
didates; many of them have per-
formed very well within the organiza-
tion’s minor leagues. Other candi-
dates have successful records in the
minor leagues of other organizations
in the public, private, and nonprofit
sectors. But which of these candi-
dates will be able to perform well at
the next level?  Which one will be able
to hit a major-league curveball?

Furthermore, we may not even
know which way this curveball will
curve. What might it look like? It
might be dealing with an assertive
stakeholder organization. It might be
crafting an effective multi-organiza-
tion collaborative. It might be moti-
vating a lethargic organization to
achieve a stretch target. Who knows?
It might be all three. Or, it might be a
challenge we haven’t even thought
about yet. From all of our prospects,
which one should we draft?

This is the same question we citi-
zens ask ourselves when we walk into
the voting booth. We know how the
incumbent is performing. But we
have a lot less information about how
the challenger will perform at this
new, more demanding level. And
sometimes there is no incumbent,
only prospects. Would someone
please tell us: Which candidate can
hit the major-league fastball? d
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Can a baseball player hit a
major-league curveball? We learn
the answer only after the player
faces a real major-league curve-
ball. The same is true for a pub-
lic manager; success with less
complex tasks does not assure
success in a major-league job.
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Beware the Dysfunctional Org Chart
A friend once told me that he had,

long ago, learned to never create an
organization chart. Why? Because “it
always makes someone cry.”

But why would someone cry? Be-
cause the organization chart has
wounded this someone’s ego. The
formal chart has disabused this
someone of his or her status within
the organization. This crier—or proba-
bly these criers—thought that they
were very central, very important to
the smooth and effective functioning
of the organization. Then they saw
how far down on the chart they had
been positioned. It was a blow to their
ego—and to their tear ducts.

So why do humans keep creating
organization charts? What purpose do
they serve? Does an org chart tell
people what to do? Does it tell people
with whom they should talk? Does an
org chart motivate people? Does it
provide them with specific perfor-
mance guidelines? Does it tell them
whom to go to for advice? For assis-
tance? For direction? For coopera-
tion? For resources? For guidance?

No. An org chart hardly provides
these kinds of information. If some-
one in an organization was looking for
advice or cooperation, one of the last
places he or she would go for informa-
tion about where to look would be the
official org chart. After all, who might
dispense the most helpful advice or
provide the most valuable cooperation
will depend upon the circumstances.
Some people will be able to dispense
helpful advice about some problems.
Other people will be able to provide
valuable cooperation for other tasks.
And the org chart provides little guid-
ance about who these people might
be.

Still, if your agency lacks an at-
tractive org chart with all of the boxes
well arrayed, don’t worry. Just go to
the wonderful world-wide Web; you’ll
find all sorts of templates for creating
your own, quite handsome org chart.
Or, if you do not think you are up to
this intellectually demanding task of
organizational topography, any num-

ber of consultants will be happy to
help you.

An org chart lays out the formal
hierarchy of the organization. It is
neat and clean. Every individual re-
ports to only one other individual.
This complies with the principle of
“unity of command,” laid down in
1937 by Luther Gulick, the president
of the Institute of Public Administra-
tion from 1923 to 1961. No individual
should report to more than one boss.
Otherwise, argued Gulick, the result
would be “the certainty of confusion,
inefficiency and irresponsibility.”

In fact, creating a traditional org
chart enforces the unity of command.
I doubt whether any of the computer-
ized templates let you create a chart
with anyone reporting to two bosses.
(Alert-reader challenge: Can anyone
find a template that permits this?)

Gulick stated the reasoning behind
his principle: “A workman subject to
orders from several superiors will be
confused, inefficient, and irresponsi-
ble; a workman subject to orders from
but one superior may be methodical,
efficient, and responsible.”

Note the key operational concept:
“orders.” The giving and following of
orders is what necessitates the unity
of command. Yet to produce results,
most organizations require people to
do much more than give and follow
orders. (Anyone who thinks the mili-
tary functions because sergeants
salute and carry out orders from lieu-
tenants ought to check out the mean-
ing of the word “fragging.”)

Consider an organization in which
people were only permitted to talk

with (let alone work with) people to
whom they were directly connected on
the org chart by a solid line—with
only their boss and their subordi-
nates. Every person in the hierarchy
could only talk with the one individ-
ual who gave him or her orders plus
with those people to whom he or she
was entitled to give orders. How much
would get accomplished? Answer:
Almost nothing. So how does any
organization function?

Organizations work not because of
the solid vertical lines on the formal
org chart. Organizations—even very
formal, very hierarchical organiza-
tions—work because every individual
within the organization knows, talks
with, consults with, cooperates with,
and does business with a large num-
ber of other people. These multiple,
informal, yet absolutely critical con-
nections never appear on the org
chart. They can’t. If each of these
informal relationships was shown as
a dotted line on the org chart, it
would be an incomprehensible maze.

The org chart is a fiction. An at-
tractive fiction. A comforting fiction.
But a very misleading fiction. For the
official, hierarchical org chart sug-
gests that the organization functions
through formal orders carried out by
methodical functionaries while con-
cealing—indeed, denying—the multi-
ple, casual relationships that provide
the organization with the ability to
produce real results.

Hierarchical organizations work—
and have worked for eons—only when
they contain a very large number of
informal networks.

Besides, these informal, never-
written-down-on-paper networks
never make people cry. d
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The org chart is a fiction—an
attractive but misleading fiction.
It suggests that the organization
functions through formal orders
carried out by methodical funct-
ionaries while concealing the
relationships that create the
ability to produce real results.
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Citizens’ Basic-Services Imperative
Inside the 175-year-old Mount

Auburn Cemetery, lie Charles Bul-
finch, Mary Baker Eddy, Buckminster
Fuller, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Wins-
low Homer, Julia Ward Howe, Edwin
Land, and Henry Wadsworth Long-
fellow. Outside, on Mount Auburn
Street, lies a well-known pothole.

The pothole is not as famous as
Holmes or Longfellow. It gets no
press. You can’t find it on Google. Yet,
to many Cambridge locals, this pot-
hole is infamous.

How do I know this? Because as I
drive down Mount Auburn Street past
the Cemetery, I observe the cars in
front of me weaving to avoid this pot-
hole. It isn’t very big. To a New York
connoisseur, it would hardly qualify
as an authentic pothole.

Still, many drivers are quite aware
of its existence. They are not swerving
at the last minute. They plan their
maneuver well ahead.

Because water has a peculiar
characteristic, potholes grow espe-
cially well in the frost belt. Like most
substances, water contracts as its
gets colder—until the temperature
drops to 39  Fahrenheit, at which"

point the water starts expanding.
Then, at 32 , when the water freezes,"

it expands dramatically.
On every road, water seeps into

every crack. Whenever the tempera-
ture drops to freezing, the water ex-
pands making the crack slightly big-
ger. When the temperature increases,
the ice melts, and more water seeps
in. When the temperature drops again
and the water freezes, the crack ex-
pands a little more. Eventually the
crack is no longer a crack. After mul-
tiple freezing and thawing cycles, it
graduates from crack to pothole.

Moreover, it doesn’t help that our
utilities keep digging up the streets.
The companies that provide us with
water, electricity, phone and Internet
services are constantly creating even
more cracks—some large, some tiny
—all of which can become potholes.

In Baltimore, one of the targets for
which its CitiStat performance strat-

egy is well known is the “48-Hour
Pothole Guarantee.” If a citizen calls
311 to report a pothole, the city will
fix it in two days. In fact, Baltimore
hits this target roughly 95 percent of
the time. And, on average, the city
fills its potholes in less than a day.

Yet several friends have com-
plained: Why is Baltimore so fixated
on fixing potholes? Why is a mayor
devoting so much time and money to
potholes? Filling a pothole is simply
an input to the transportation ser-
vices that the city provides. The num-
ber of potholes repaired within 48
hours, they argue, is a silly measure.
It contains no information about the
quality of the city’s streets, let alone
the transportation services provided
to those who can’t afford a car.

Mayors, these friends argue,
should focus on improving the city’s
entire transportation system. And, if
streets are an essential component of
that system, a mayor should concen-
trate on measuring and improving the
flow of automobile traffic. Or, at least,
a mayor ought to measure the
smoothness of the streets not the
number of potholes filled. In fact, why
doesn’t some innovative mayor figure
out how to construct the streets so
that they don’t ever have potholes?

Or, if potholes are a problem, why
doesn’t a mayor develop a better way
to fill potholes, so they don’t have to
be filled again and again and again? 

Unfortunately, since the invention
of asphalt, potholes have plagued
humanity. We humans can land on
the moon and clone sheep. Potholes,
however, have defeated us. Every

year, Honolulu patches over 60,000
potholes. How often does it freeze
there? So, until science figures out a
way to eliminate potholes, mayors will
have to deal with them.

After all, citizens—a.k.a. voters—
care about potholes. Citizens want
potholes fixed—and fast.

Citizens for NYC is an organization
that supports efforts of neighborhood
organizations to improve the quality
of life in New York City. It also con-
ducts an annual survey of community
leaders (though certainly not a ran-
dom sample) to determine their top
quality-of-life problems. In 2005, the
top concern in Manhattan was street
noise, the top concern in Brooklyn
was garbage, and the top one in the
Bronx was drug dealing. But in
Queens and Staten Island— and city-
wide too—the top concern was pot-
holes. (In 2006, potholes dropped to
number six, city-wide.)

Mayors have operational responsi-
bilities that are real and significant.
They have to pick up the garbage,
plow the snow, clean the parks, and
fix the potholes. If they fail to provide
these very basic, very visible services,
they quickly become ex-mayors.

Indeed, providing core services is a
public executive’s first test, and doing
so often requires innovation. But
before any public executive can en-
gage too much policy creativity, he or
she must first deliver core services.

When confronted with Hurricane
Katrina, the U.S. Federal Emergency
Management Agency failed to demon-
strate any managerial competence.
And its attempts to cope with the
aftermath haven’t been much better.
Some day, we hope, FEMA will grasp
the basic-services imperative. d
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Mayors have real and significant
operational responsibilities. They
have to pick up the garbage,
plow the snow, clean the parks,
and fill the potholes. If they fail
to provide these very basic, very
visible services, they quickly
become ex-mayors.
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Efficiency is a Ratio
A few years ago, the auditor of

Fairfax County, Virginia observed that
county cars often just sat in the park-
ing lot. To the auditor, this looked
inefficient. Damn inefficient. And an
audit confirmed the suspicion.

So a decree went out: Any vehicle
not driven over 4,500 miles in a year
would be confiscated. You already
know where this story is going.

First, county employees started
swapping cars to be sure that all
made the 4,500 mile cutoff. Others
made sure that they drove their as-
signed car enough miles.

Second, The Washington Post ran a
story with the headline, “Fairfax Em-
ployees Run Up Odometers to Keep
their Cars.” Observed the reporter:
“Of all the perks of public services,
few are more treasured than the gov-
ernment car.” Indeed, the auditor told
The Post, “People in the county would
rather you take their child than you
take their vehicle from them.”

Third, the county upped the mini-
mum mileage to 5,000.

Fourth, in the FY 2006 budget
submission, the auditor explained one
“recent success”: “a net reduction to
the fleet of 100 vehicles. One-time
savings of approximately $1.2 million
resulted from the contraction of these
vehicles, in addition to annual sav-
ings of approximately $25,000 due to
reduced agency billings for mainte-
nance and replacement.” Clearly, this
was a success— a big success.

Still, for the behavior of Fairfax
County employees, there are (at least)
two possible explanations. The obvi-
ous one—the one reenforced by The
Post—is that public employees are
inherently inefficient and selfish.
They are immune to all efforts to
improve efficiency; indeed, they will
aggressively undermine such efforts.
After all, they prefer their cars to their
children.

If you are a journalist without a
story, this one is simple to cover.
You’ve done it a dozen times.

The second explanation is more
subtle. It can’t be captured in an

incendiary headline or squeezed into
the details-at-11:00. After all, the
assumption behind this explanation
is that public employees have a much
more sophisticated appreciation than
your average auditor about what
constitutes efficiency. They under-
stand that efficiency is not measured
solely by dollars spent.

Instead, efficiency is a ratio that
compares outputs to inputs:

Efficiency = Output/Input
The ratio has inputs in the denomin-
ator. But it also has outputs in the
numerator. Thus, it is possible that if
the input denominator goes down, so
might the output numerator.

Why might this happen? Ask any-
one who has ever needed a car from
the car pool. To obtain this car, the
employee incurs a significant cost.
This cost is measured in time. Time to

arrange for the car. Time to pick it up
from the garage. Time to wait because
it isn’t ready. Time to clean up the
mess left by the previous user. Time
to take it back to the garage.

And this time can translate into
less output. Indeed, if the time to get
a vehicle from the car-pool garage is
too great, the employee might decide
that it is inefficient to make the trip
at all. No input. No output either. Will
an audit capture this inefficiency?

Such costs do not show up on the
agency’s books. No auditor can find
them. (No auditor goes looking for
them.) Still, they exist. They do not
appear, however, as an increase in
the denominator of the efficiency
ratio. Rather, these costs are an un-
detectable decrease in the numerator.

No one is against efficiency. That
isn’t the issue. The issue is how this
efficiency should be measured—and
thus how it can be achieved.

Unfortunately, it is much easier to
measure the denominator of the effi-
ciency ratio than it is to measure the
numerator. The unit of measure for
the denominator is obvious. It is dol-
lars or euros or yuan.

In which units, however, should we
measure the numerator? This isn’t
quite so obvious. In part, this is be-
cause we can’t all agree on what is to
be accomplished. And, if we can’t
agree on this, we certainly can’t agree
on the units with which to measure
any accomplishment.

Nevertheless, despite our disagree-
ment about what is to be accom-
plished, we can all agree that it is
better to achieve any specific level of
accomplishment with fewer resources
rather than more. That is, for any
particular result, we all think that
achieving this is best done with the
minimum of resources.

Thus, Fairfax County created a
Fleet Utilization Management Com-
mittee (honest) to examine each re-
quest for a new vehicle and review
underutilized ones. Previously, when
a six-year-old car had traveled 90,000
miles, it was automatically replaced.
This approach has, however, been
replaced by a committee. That’s effi-
ciency?

To escape from our disagreement
over purpose, we inevitably return to
the denominator. We are comfortable
with the denominator. We know what
it is. We can measure it. But, we
should never fool ourselves into be-
lieving that the denominator alone is
how to calculate efficiency. d
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Efficiency is a ratio with not only
a denominator for costs but also
a numerator for results. And al-
though it is easier to agree to,
specify and measure costs, we
should never let ourselves be-
lieve that the denominator alone
is how to calculate efficiency.
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Luck Is Recognizing It.
“It’s better to be lucky than good.”

At least, that is what the cliche sug-
gests. But how do you know when
you are lucky?

Sure, if you win the Megabucks
lottery, you know that you have truly
been lucky. Your ego suggests you
won because of your brilliant selec-
tion of the correct six numbers, but
logic says you were just plain lucky.

Most of us, however, never get this
kind of luck—pure serendipity with a
speedy payoff. For most of us, luck
only reveals itself slowly over time.

Suppose you are offered several
jobs. You could be lucky—very lucky.
One of these jobs could be ideal for
your desires and talents. But which
one? This is not obvious. Moreover,
you will not learn whether you have
been lucky—and whether you have
chosen luckily—until long after you
have made your choice.

Actually, every one of these jobs
could be lucky ones. Every one could
be ideal for you. Or none of them.
How would you know?

Most executives are lucky. Many
executives are lucky often. But do
they possess the capability to recog-
nize this luck and act on it. As Louis
Pasteur observed, “in the fields of
observation, chance favors the pre-
pared mind.” The field of leadership
certainly requires astute observation.

In New York City in 1994, Rudy
Giuliani was lucky. When he became
mayor, the city had a problem that
his administration could do some-
thing about. That problem was crime.

Rudy Giuliani was lucky. When he
became mayor and wanted to reduce
crime, there existed an experienced
police professional who had some
ideas about how to reduce crime.
Furthermore, when Giuliani became
mayor, there also existed an experi-
enced police professional who wanted
to reduce crime in New York.

Giuliani was lucky. The profession-
al who had some ideas about reduc-
ing crime was the same person who
wanted to reduce crime in New York.
That person was William Bratton.

William Bratton was lucky. When
he wanted the job of reducing crime
in New York City, there existed a
mayor who wanted to hire him to do
precisely that. Furthermore, there
was a mayor who was also willing to
support his efforts to do that. That
mayor was Rudy Giuliani.

William Bratton was lucky. When
he wanted to reduce crime in New
York City, there existed a small but
talented cadre of experienced police
professionals who wanted to do the
same thing and who had some ideas
about how to do it. That cadre of
people included Jack Maple.

Jack Maple was lucky. When he
wanted to implement his ideas for
reducing crime in New York, he had a
police commissioner who recognized
the value of these ideas and was will-
ing to support experiments in imple-
menting them.

Giuliani, Bratton, and Maple were
all lucky. But it was not just that, in
New York City, Jupiter was aligned
with Mars. Much more importantly,
each recognized his luck.

Giuliani recognized his luck in
Bratton’s availability. Although Brat-
ton would be a controversial appoint-
ment as police commissioner, Giuliani
recognized that Bratton had the po-
tential to make a significant dent in
the city’s crime rate.

Similarly, Bratton recognized his
luck in being selected by Giuliani.
Although Giuliani would be a difficult
mayor to work for (what mayor isn’t?),
Bratton recognized that, if he kept
focused on the mayor’s priority, he
would have the mayor’s support.

Bratton also recognized his luck in
Maple. Although Maple was a contro-
versial and flamboyant cop, Bratton
realized that Maple had the imagina-
tion and drive to help reduce crime.

Finally, Maple was lucky. After
bashing his head against NYPD’s
dysfunctional culture, Maple recog-
nized that under Bratton (for whom
he had previously worked in New
York’s Transit Police) he would get a
real chance to implement his contro-
versial and innovative ideas.

None of this had to happen. After
Giuliani was elected, he could have
cut back on his commitment to re-
duce crime and chosen a traditional,
safe commissioner. Bratton could
have remained in Boston as its police
commissioner, tackling crime but on
a scale less than a tenth of New
York’s. And Maple, having been
beaten up and demoralized by NYPD’s
bureaucracy, could have given up and
taken a less demanding but more
lucrative job with Pinkerton.

Giuliani, Bratton, and Maple were
all lucky. But so are lots of people.
What distinguished them is that they
recognized their luck. As another
famous New York political figure,
George Washington Plunkitt of
Tammany Hall, once explained, “I
seen my opportunities and I took
‘em.” But you can’t exploit your op-
portunities unless you’ve seen ‘em.

It is always easy to dismiss a suc-
cessful public executive as lucky: “If
they had given me that job, I would
have been the one to produce those
marvelous results.”

Yes, if you had been given that job,
you would have been lucky. But,
would you have been smart enough to
recognize your luck? d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
mance: Leadership Strategies that
Produce Results.” His latest publicat-
ion is: What All Mayors Would Like to
Know About Baltimore’s CitiStat Perfor-
mance Strategy.

Anyone can easily dismiss a suc-
cessful public executive as lucky.
Indeed, this executive was lucky;
this successful executive was
given a job he or she knew how
to do. More importantly, this
executive was also smart enough
to recognize and act on this luck.
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A Few Priority Measures—Plus More
To drive government’s perfor-

mance, public managers need to fo-
cus their organization’s attention on
only a very few performance mea-
sures. Unfortunately, there is a dan-
ger in using only a few performance
measures. For by focusing on just a
few measures, managers may distort
human and organizational behavior.

So what are beleaguered public
managers to do? Should they choose
a few priority measures, focus on
them, and live with the inevitable
distortions? Or should they give up
and accept that the benefits of focus-
ing on a few measures are not worth
the costs—including the costs of criti-
cism from those whose measures are
not among the selected few?

There is no universally perfect
solution to this dilemma. In every
circumstance, the leadership team of
the organization will need to resolve
the dilemma in a way that reflects its
unique political pressures, distinctive
organizational dynamics, particular
stakeholder demands, formal statu-
tory mandate, specific operational
competences, and significant perfor-
mance deficits. Obviously, in selecting
both the number and type of mea-
sures it will employ, the leadership
team needs to take into account a
large number of factors.

Still, this list does suggest where
the members of the leadership team
might start: with one of their major
performance deficits. Where along
their value chain or logic model—from
inputs, to activities and processes, to
outputs, to outcomes—do they most
need to make improvement? Where is
their organization doing an inade-
quate job? Where along their value
chain could they, by eliminating a
significant performance deficit, pro-
duce a big jump in performance?

When they choose a priority mea-
sure that reflects one of their major
performance deficits, the members of
the organization’s leadership team are
providing focus. They are telling ev-
eryone in the organization: Concen-
trate on this. Make progress on this

priority measure. This is what we
need to do to improve the outcomes
for which we are responsible.

Unfortunately, there will frequently
exist a disconnect between the perfor-
mance deficit (and its associated mea-
sure) and the organization’s out-
comes. The two will not move per-
fectly in sync. Reducing one of the
performance deficits earlier in the
value chain does not guarantee an
improvement in the desired outcomes.

Thus, the members of the leader-
ship team need an operational theory
that links a reduction in the perfor-
mance deficit to a subsequent im-
provement in outcomes. They need a
cause-and-effect theory that explains
why, if the organization eliminates or
reduces this specific performance
deficit, it will, as a consequence, pro-
duce better results.

Still, this theoretical link will never
be perfect. Indeed, it will usually be
possible to mitigate or even eliminate
the performance deficit without mak-
ing any significant improvement in
the desired outcomes. Consequently,
the leadership team needs to be alert
to this possibility. In particular, it
needs to be alert to the possibility of
“honest cheating.”

I coined this phrase after reading
the wisdom of that great American
philosopher (and Tammany Hall ward
boss) George Washington Plunkitt.
Plunkitt distinguished between “dis-
honest graft,” which was illegal and
could get you sent to jail, and “honest
graft,” which was perfectly legal
though everyone knew it was graft.
Since Plunkitt’s time, new laws have

converted many of the old honest-
graft practices into dishonest graft.

Still, honest graft lives. Today, its
most common form is campaign con-
tributions. They are perfectly legal;
still everyone knows that they provide
campaign contributors with privileged
access to government officials.

Similarly, for public employees,
“dishonest cheating” is . . . well . . .
dishonest and often illegal. For doing
it, you could lose your job. In con-
trast, “honest cheating” is perfectly
legal. It involves improving on a per-
formance measure without doing
anything to produce better outcomes.
It consists of achieving a performance
target without really contributing to
the organization’s mission.

In elementary and secondary edu-
cation, one form of dishonest cheating
is doctoring the test results. In con-
trast, honest cheating is “teaching to
the test.” The teachers may be im-
proving the test scores of their stu-
dents. But they may not be contribut-
ing to the real educational purposes
underlying the testing.

To catch dishonest cheating, we
have auditors. They take a sample
from the data, and check to see if
these data are, indeed, accurate.

To catch honest cheating, however,
the leadership team needs to check a
wide variety of other indicators in-
cluding activity measures, output
measures, and outcome measures. If
the priority measure is moving in the
desired direction, but the others are
not, some people may well be engaged
in honest cheating.

Public managers need a few prior-
ity measures to drive performance
plus a lot of other measures to check
for honest cheating. d

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Har-
vard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government where he
chairs the executive-education pro-
gram “Driving Government Perfor-
mance: Leadership Strategies that
Produce Results.” His latest publicat-
ion is: What All Mayors Would Like to
Know About Baltimore’s CitiStat Per-
formance Strategy.

A few, high-priority performance
measures provide the focus that
can drive an organization to pro-
duce better results. But they can
also encourage “honest cheat-
ing.” To check for this, public
managers need a wide variety of
other performance indicators.
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Danger of Using Too Few Measures
Using a few priority performance

measures to drive the behavior of
public agencies and public employees
has a significant advantage: It con-
centrates people’s attention.

Using a few priority performance
measures to drive the behavior of
public agencies and public employees
has a significant disadvantage: It
concentrates people’s attention.

This concentration can be a big
plus. The few priority measures com-
municate to everyone what is impor-
tant. They provide an explicit mea-
sure of success. They offer a clear
basis for evaluating the current strat-
egy for improving performance.

Yet this concentration can also be
—if the public executive is not care-
ful—a big minus. It can divert every-
one’s attention from other aspects of
the organization’s performance that,
although secondary, are nevertheless
quite important. Indeed, because the
few priority measures can rarely cap-
ture the full purpose of an agency or
program, they can distort human
behavior in quite undesirable ways.

The management cliche is unam-
biguous: “What gets measured gets
done.” Unfortunately, in most situa-
tions in the public sector, you can’t
measure exactly what you want to get
done. You might be able to measure
something that is very close to what
you want to get done. In this case you
will get done something that is very
close to what you want to get done.
And very close might be very good.

The public-health task of prevent-
ing children from getting measles is a
good example. What you would like to
measure is your program’s outcome.
The percent of children who become
immune to measles; or the percent of
children who did not get measles who
otherwise would have? Obtaining
such data would be possible but time-
consuming, difficult, and expensive.

What might you do? You could
simply measure the percentage of
children who have been vaccinated.
This is only an output measure, not
an outcome measure. Still, it is a very

good measure. For the vaccine for
measles is very effective: 99% of the
children who receive two doses (says
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control)
are immunized. For measles, what
you can easily measure is very close
to what you do want to get done.

In other circumstances, however,
you might be able to measure some-
thing that is only sorta, kinda close to
what you want to get done. Then,
unfortunately, you will get done only
something that is sorta, kinda close
to what you wanted to get done.

Consider, for example, the chal-
lenge of measuring performance in
elementary and secondary education.
The public purpose is to help children
grow up to be productive employees

and responsible citizens.
Unfortunately, measuring the pro-

ductivity of an adult employee is quite
difficult. What measure would you
use? Annual salary? What about
people who have chosen to work for a
small (but highly effective) non-profit
agency? Then, how much of any
adult’s productivity (no matter how
we might measure it) can we attribute
to his or her formal education? Fi-
nally, if we can satisfactorily deal with
these measurement and analytical
problems, how might we feed back
the results of this analysis to improve
the performance of a school?

Moreover, no matter how difficult
are the practical problems of measur-
ing employee productivity and using
these measures to drive performance,
the challenge of doing this for citizen
responsibility is even greater.

Thus, we resort to test scores.

In some cases, the scores on stan-
dardized tests can be very helpful. To
grow up to be a productive employee
or a responsible citizen, a child needs
to learn to add, subtract, multiply,
and divide. A child who can’t do these
core tasks will have a very difficult
future. And a standardized test can
do a good job at determining a child’s
ability to do arithmetic.

Unfortunately, what gets measured
does get done. If arithmetic is on the
test, teachers will get it done. They
will teach to the test. No one should
be surprised. No one can prevent it.
Rather, as many have noted, the
challenge in educational testing is
designing a test worth teaching to.

The current educational tests focus
educators attention on a few, core
subjects. Indeed, even wealthy subur-
ban school districts have narrowed
their curriculum to ensure that not
just 95% but 98% of their students
pass the test. For the superintendent
of such a district, anything less is
failure. Last summer, the Center on
Education Policy reported that, across
the U.S., schools are cutting back on
science, history, and art.

Again, no one should be surprised.
What gets measured gets done. But
there is a corollary: “What doesn’t get
measured doesn’t get done.” This is
especially true if other tasks are get-
ting measured. If performance is mea-
sured on reading and math, but not
on science, history, and art, schools
and districts will focus on reading
and math. And because the school
day is not infinitely long, they will—
not because they want to but because
they have to—spend less time on
science, history, and art.

Using a few measures can both
drive and distort performance. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Re-
thinking Democratic Accountability
(published by Brookings). He is a
lecturer at Harvard University's John
F. Kennedy School of Government
where he chairs the executive-educa-
tion program “Driving Government
Performance: Leadership Strategies
that Produce Results.”

The management law “What gets
measured gets done” has a corol-
lary. “What doesn’t get measured
doesn’t get done.” This is partic-
ularly true if other tasks are
getting measured. If we measure
performance in math but not
history, history won’t get done.
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Only a Very Few Priority Measures
How many performance measures

does your agency have? Two?
Twenty? 200? 2,000?

If your agency has two perfor-
mance measures, you know what is
important. If your agency has just a
few measures, you understand on
what you, your team, and your unit
should concentrate your efforts. It
may not be obvious what you should
do to make one of these measures go
in the right direction. Still, you have
a basis on which to judge the success
or failure of any experiment that
seeks to produce an improvement.

If, however, your agency has 200
or 2,000 measures—or even if it has
just twenty—it is not at all obvious
what you should do? What is your
priority? How should you spend your
most valuable resource: your time?

Actually, multiple performance
measures can make your managerial
life relatively easy. During the next
reporting period—be that a month, or
a quarter, or a year—some measures
are bound to get better. Naturally,
you will claim that it is your brilliant
strategy and hard work that produced
this improvement. Of course, during
the same reporting period, some of
your measures will get worse. But
that’s okay. You can point to outside
factors—economic conditions, budget
cuts, uncooperative partners, disrup-
tive stakeholders, sun spots—that
caused this drop in performance.

And, at the meeting during which
your performance is reviewed, what
will happen? If you have twenty mea-
sures to be discussed in a two-hour
meeting, only six minutes are avail-
able to cover each of these measures.

(Hint: If you can control the agenda
for the meeting, start with the mea-
sures for which performance im-
proved. By the time you get to the
measures on which your agency has
not performed well, you will inevitably
have less than six minutes for each.)

Of course, there is a reason why
the number of measures for any pub-
lic agency grows. Indeed the process
of creating performance measures is

like an irreversible reaction in chem-
istry. If you burn gasoline, it com-
bines with oxygen to produce water
and carbon dioxide. But you can’t
make this reaction go in the other
direction; there is no way to put water
and carbon dioxide together so that
they will create gasoline and oxygen.

If a public agency has some perfor-
mance measures but is not paying
much attention to them (and no one
else is paying much attention either),
the number of measures can remain
constant. But once the measures
become important—once someone
starts publishing the measures, or
posting them in the cafeteria, or hold-
ing meetings to discuss agency prog-
ress on them—people will want their
own measures on the list.

Within the agency, each unit will
want its own measures—for such
measures symbolize that its work is
important. Stakeholders will want
measures that reflect their objectives.
And academic researchers will want
bench-marking measures so that they
can compare the performance of simi-
lar agencies in different jurisdictions.

No one asks government to discard
a measure. But everyone can explain
why the current set of measures fails
to capture an aspect of performance
that although subtle is absolutely
essential. Thus an agency with two
performance measures can quickly
find itself with twenty. An agency
with twenty measures will have—
before it knows it—200. Government’s
traditional resistance to measurement
has, it appears, been replaced by a
proliferation of measures.

As a result, the agency loses focus.
Managers and employees within vari-
ous units can look at the expanding
list and choose those one or two mea-
sures that they find professionally
prestigious, or personally glamorous,
or directly influenceable. Then, they
can work on these, while ignoring the
others. After all, they can hardly be
expected to produce real progress on
200 or even 20 measures.

Thus, public executives need to
work diligently to suppress the forces
behind the inevitable measurement
march. For every proposal for every
new measure comes with a perfectly
legitimate—even irresistible—reason.
And once the executive agrees to add
two or three new measures, he or she
can hardly deny the next request
which comes with, perhaps, an even
more compelling justification. 

One solution to this conundrum is
to create two classes of measures: a
very few “priority measures” com-
bined with a large (and expandable)
number of clearly important (but not
quite top-priority) measures. Then,
the manager can put the priority
measures on the top of any chart, in
the front of any report, at the begin-
ning of each meeting’s agenda. All of
the measures will be on the chart, in
the report, and discussed at the end
of some (but not all) meetings.

This, of course, requires the agency
manager to choose—and to convince
employees, stakeholders, executive-
branch superiors, and legislators that
this choice makes sense. Convincing
disparate individuals with disparate
interests to go along with priorities
that aren’t quite their own is always
difficult. Yet, if the agency has too
many measures, it has—in reality—no
measures. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Re-
thinking Democratic Accountability
(published by Brookings). He is a
lecturer at Harvard University's John
F. Kennedy School of Government
where he chairs the executive-educa-
tion program “Driving Government
Performance: Leadership Strategies
that Produce Results.”

If an agency has too many mea-
sures, it has no measures. Thus
public executives need to work
diligently to suppress the inevita-
ble measurement march by cre-
ating two classes of measures:
with the agency’s focus on the
very few “priority measures.”
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Buzzword Bingo
Meetings are boring. It’s a fact of

organizational life—be that organiza-
tion in the for-profit, nonprofit, or
public sector.

Meetings are boring because they
contain little thinking. The discussion
oscillates between the obvious and
the vacuous.

People stating the obvious declare
what some future should be like, a
future that everyone agrees would be
desirable. People stating the vacuous
employ a cliché that everyone else in
the room has used in the past.

Unfortunately, those who proclaim
the obvious desirability of some won-
derful outcome, never quite explain
how those in the meeting will produce
this nirvana. There is no strat-
egy—simply some fantastic future
that everyone in the room recognizes
as paradise.

Similarly, those who employ the
vacuous cliché never quite explain
what it means. They don’t have to.
Everyone in the room gets to inter-
pret the cliché as he or she thinks
most appropriate. The cliché contains
words that capture some widely wor-
shiped if rarely implemented princi-
ple—“our employees are our most
important asset” or “we provide excel-
lent customer service.” Because,
however, the cliché is devoid of any
specific operational implications,
everyone in the meeting accepts its
wisdom.

Indeed, both the obvious and vac-
uous generate little dissent or debate.
No one in the room can argue with
nirvana. No one believes that it is
unacceptable. No one in the room can
argue with the cliché. No one knows
what it means.

Consequently, by advocating an
obvious nirvana or by uttering a vac-
uous cliché, anyone is “guaranteed to
start a lot of heads nodding.”

This nodding creates some positive
feedback that rewards people for
offering the obvious or the vacuous.

And you thought people behaved
this way because they were stupid.

I don’t know how to curtail obvious

statements about some wondrous
future, except to persistently ask
“how?” “How can we get to your mar-
velous future?” “Who has to do
what?” If the executive conducting
the meeting asks the “How?” question
incessantly, people may eventually
decide not to proclaim what the obvi-
ous future should be without having
some hint of a strategy about how the
group might produce this nirvana.

For the executive running the
meeting—indeed, for everyone partici-
pating in the meeting—this won’t be
much fun. Eventually, however, it
might curtail (though never eliminate)
the propensity of people to proclaim
the obvious.

To curtail the curse of clichés,
however, there is a simple and fun
solution: Buzzword Bingo. The con-
cept is simple—and might even prove
effective. For it replaces peer endorse-
ment of the vacuous cliché with peer
ridicule.

You know, of course, how to play
ordinary bingo. Every player gets a
square bingo card containing 25
boxes. Each box contains a number.
A number is drawn randomly, and if
you have the number in one of your
boxes, you check it off. Then, once
you have checked off five boxes in
one row, or five boxes in one column,
or five boxes in either diagonal, you
yell “Bingo.” You just won.

Buzzword Bingo is conceptually
the same. The only difference is that
each box contains not a number but
a well-used buzzword. As in ordinary
bingo, each card is different. You
would, of course, like to get a card

with “accountability,” or “empower-
ment,” or “transparency” in the cen-
ter box. How many meetings can run
more than ten minutes without
someone using one of these words?

Then, once you have checked off
five boxes in a row, you yell “Bingo.”

Which immediately embarrasses
the jerk who just mindlessly em-
ployed the vacuous cliché rather than
attempt the difficult task of explain-
ing the underlying idea.

Of course, the jerk may not have
had an underlying idea. The jerk
might simply have felt compelled to
say something, anything. And, if you
have nothing valuable to say, the
easiest words to utter are some well-
known cliché. It is a well-practiced
substitute for real thinking.

With Buzzword Bingo, however,
the jerk might decide that saying
nothing is much better than having
someone else punctuate the cliché
with “Bingo.” That won’t get everyone
nodding. That will get everyone
laughing.

Anyone running any meeting faces
the challenge of keeping people on
task. Sure, there need to be opportu-
nities to update everyone on the
progress of ongoing projects and to
recognize people for recent accom-
plishments. Meetings serve lots of
purposes. Still, if you want people to
turn off their BlackBerries and con-
centrate on the problems to be solved
and strategies to be worked through,
you have to give them a reason to pay
attention. Otherwise they will infre-
quently lift up their eyes to offer
some obvious or vacuous words, only
to return to their e-mail.

So the next time you run a meet-
ing, start by handing out the cards
for Buzzword Bingo. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Re-
thinking Democratic Accountability
(published by Brookings). He is a
lecturer at Harvard University's John
F. Kennedy School of Government
where he chairs the executive-educa-
tion program “Driving Government
Performance: Leadership Strategies
that Produce Results.”

Buzzword Bingo can embarrass
the jerk who mindlessly utters a
vacuous cliché rather than at-
tempt the difficult task of ex-
plaining the underlying idea. Of
course, the jerk may have had no
underlying idea; the cliché was a
substitute for real thinking. 
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The Underperformance Problem
“Government underperforms.”

With that two-word sentence, my
Kennedy School colleague, Steven
Kelman, begins an essay, published
by the IBM Center for the Business of
Government, on “The Transformation
of Government in the Decade Ahead.”

When I first read Kelman’s striking
sentence, I was sitting on an air-
plane. Consequently, my immediate
reaction was: “So do the airlines.”
Indeed, if you have recently had the
opportunity (or the exigency) to get on
an airplane, you too are well aware
that government isn’t the only insti-
tution that underperforms. Business
often underperforms too.

Last month, The Economist pub-
lished a “special report” on the airline
business in which (paraphrasing
Thomas Hobbes) it asserted that “air
travel is often nasty, brutish, long
and unprofitable.” In an introductory
commentary, The Economist observed
that “sad to say, flying anywhere can
be horrible nowadays.” But you al-
ready knew that.

Today, everyone has an airline
that they hate. Indeed, if your experi-
ences are similar to mine, you don’t
just hate one airline, you have a long
list. Unless you have access to one of
those “executive jets” (in which case,
why are you reading this?), you have
accumulated an encyclopedia’s worth
of horror stories. I first purchased a
mobile phone specifically to ensure
that I could communicate with my
family whenever an airline decided to
hold me hostage on the tarmac.

The airlines, of course, say it isn’t
their fault. It’s the government’s
fault. If it wasn’t for the government’s
regulations, they could both provide
decent service and make a profit. The
Economist makes a similar (but not
identical) argument: “Too much of the
air-travel business remains protected
from genuine competition.”

In fact, one set of regulations that
protects the airlines from competition
results from U.S. bankruptcy laws.
They have provided many an unprof-
itable airline with the opportunity to

seek bankruptcy protection rather
than simply disappear. Is this the
freedom that the airlines want: the
freedom to go out of business?

Nevertheless, airline executives
gripe: If only we didn’t have to comply
with all those damn regulations, we
could . . . well, for example, we could
be nice to customers.

In many circumstances, however,
“the government made us do it”
hardly sounds like a legitimate ex-
cuse. JetBlue established a reputa-
tion that was significantly different
from its competitors—until, that is,
last February when it confronted a
snowstorm. JetBlue canceled hun-
dreds of flights while holding some
passengers on the tarmac for as
many as ten hours. Such operational
decisions are hardly mandated by
government regulations.

For example, different airlines
have different policies about the
“credit” you might get for changing or
canceling a flight. No airline gives you
back cash. Still, some airlines (such
as American) will give you a straight
credit—a voucher to use on a future
trip (though usually within a year).

With other airlines, The Washing-
ton Post reported, it’s not so simple. If
you have a $500 credit, some airlines
(such as US Airways) will let you use
it to purchase a $450 ticket, though
you do lose the $50 difference. Other
airlines (such as United and North-
western) are more restrictive. If you
have a $500 credit, you can use it
only to help buy a ticket worth $500
or more. These airlines will not let
you spend your $500 credit for a

$450 ticket, even if you are willing to
forfeit the remaining $50.

Executives in business offer the
same complaint as executives in gov-
ernment: “If we didn’t have all of
those damn regulations, we could
improve performance.” This is, of
course, true; regulations do impose
constraints. Nevertheless, such regu-
lations aren’t going to disappear. The
management challenge—in both pub-
lic and private sectors—is to improve
performance while also complying
with the regulations. That’s life.

Once upon a time, whenever news-
paper columnists, stand-up comics,
and all species of cartoonists were in
desperate need of material, they
could simply return to a subject that
pained everyone: the Division of Mo-
tor Vehicles. Long lines combined
with uncomfortable facilities, multiple
and complex forms, inscrutable rules
—everyone hated the DMV. Today,
however, the easy target for such
mockery is the latest airline flown. If
you are standing in a long line at
another kind of establishment that
has decided to under-staff the coun-
ter, the running joke now is: “An
airline must have taken over this
business.”

Government, it is often argued, is
inherently inefficient. It lacks the
discipline imposed by the market.
Every business must worry about its
existing and potential competitors.
Thus business executives are driven
to improve performance—to increase
efficiency, improve quality, and sat-
isfy customers.

Nevertheless, the pressures of the
market don’t guarantee performance.
As the behavior of the airlines
illustrates, taking a job in the private
sector doesn’t make you smart. d
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Airline travel has become nasty
and brutish suggesting that the
need to improve performance is
not only a challenge for govern-
ment. Indeed, as the behavior of
the airlines illustrates, taking a
job in the private sector doesn’t
make you smart.
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Binding Constraints
Ricardo Hausmann, Dani Rodrik,

and Andrés Velasco, colleagues on the
Kennedy School faculty who concen-
trate their research on international
economic development, note that
every developing nation faces a “bind-
ing constraint.” This is the factor that
is limiting the nation’s ability to im-
prove living standards.

Of course, any developing nation
has many problems. The question,
however, is which ones—in the cur-
rent situation—are limiting its eco-
nomic growth.

For each nation, this binding con-
straint is different. For some, it is
inadequate infrastructure: roads or
telecommunications or port facilities.
For others, the binding constraint
may be the education (and thus po-
tential productivity) of its citizens. For
other nations, it might be access to
financial capital.

The challenge facing a developing
nation, Hausmann, Rodrick, and
Velasco argue is to identify and then
fix one or two of its key binding con-
straints. Don’t try to fix all of the
problems. No nation can. Don’t try to
implement “the infinite laundry list of
reforms” that the “Washington consen-
sus” has defined as best practice.
What works in one nation does not
necessarily work for its neighbor.

Instead, they continue, a nation’s
policymakers should “focus on the
most binding constraints”—“the big-
gest hurdle[s] to growth.”

Similarly, the managers of every
public agency face a number of con-
straints. But which ones are binding?
Which ones are, currently, preventing
the agency from improving its perfor-
mance?

The obvious answer is money: “If
only the budget office and the legisla-
ture would increase our funding, we
could improve performance.”

This could be true. With more
money, any organization (or any indi-
vidual) should be able to produce
better results.

Yet, is money the agency’s most
binding constraint? Maybe. All of us,

however, have observed an organiza-
tion or two that—even if with a signif-
icant budget increase—failed to im-
prove performance. Why? Because it
had other, more binding constraints.

For example, a public agency might
lack operational competence. Front-
line staff don’t really understand how
to do their job. They lack the techni-
cal knowledge to carry out their as-
signments in the way that produces
real results. 

Or maybe the support staff—per-
haps the IT shop, perhaps the pro-
curement unit—have failed to provide
the line staff with what they need.

Or maybe the organization lacks
the capacity for leadership and man-
agement. That is, it has the front-line
capacity to do it, and the support
necessary to get it done. Still, the
agency lacks a cadre of middle man-
agers who know how to mobilize and
motivate people.

Or maybe the organization has
other deficiencies that are really limit-
ing its ability to improve performance.
These could be: an inappropriate field
structure for delivering services; a
personnel structure that prevents it
from hiring the people that it needs; a
practical physical structure (loca-
tions, buildings, and rooms) that
discourages people from interacting in
a way that identifies and solves prob-
lems, and that fosters cooperation
and creativity.

Unfortunately, there is no formula
for determining an agency’s binding
constraints. Instead, to analyze their
many constraints, the agency’s key
executives need a sophisticated un-

derstanding of how their organization
really operates. After all, every organi-
zation has many constraints. Thus,
the question is: Which constraints are
currently binding?

The leadership team of every public
agency needs to ask itself: “If we got a
bigger budget, would our performance
automatically go up?” “Yes?” “Are we
sure?” “Are there other things we
need to fix too?” “If so, maybe we
ought to first fix those one or two
binding constraints.”

After all, the guardians of the bud-
get are unlikely to give an agency
more money just because it asserts
an acute need. The first line in the job
description of all budget staffers is:
“Say no!” If they are unable to say
“no,” they quickly find another job.
Moreover, most agencies make it easy
for budget staffers to say no. For their
request is backed only by a promise:
“If you give us more money, we prom-
ise to produce these bigger and better
results.” It doesn’t take long, however,
for a new budget staffer to figure out
that such promises are inevitably
bogus. Even with more money, the
agency is unable to improve real per-
formance.

At the same time, it is also the job
of every budget staffer to hide money
in the drawer. Thus, when some truly
compelling need does come along, the
budget shop has some flexibility.

When a jurisdiction’s agencies line
up looking for this hidden money,
who is apt to get it? The agency that
has come up with yet another unsub-
stantiated promise? No. The winner
will be the agency that has already
demonstrated the capacity to abolish
its current binding constraints and
thus is able to use some additional
funds effectively. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Per-
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tices That Can Ratchet Up Perfor-
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Public agencies face many con-
straints. But which ones are
binding? Which ones, currently,
prevent the agency from produc-
ing real results? To improve per-
formance, public executives need
to identify and fix their one or
two binding constraints.

To subscribe go to http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free!

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2006/03/hausmann.htm
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2006/03/hausmann.htm
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/July2006.pdf
http://ksgfaculty.harvard.edu/Robert_Behn
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/pdfs/Behn_Report.pdf
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/pdfs/Behn_Report.pdf
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/pdfs/Behn_Report.pdf
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/pdfs/Behn_Report.pdf
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/execed/dgp
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/execed/dgp
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/execed/dgp
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/


Bob Behn’s Public Management Report
An occasional (and maybe insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges, and
opportunities in leadership, governance, management, and performance in public agencies.

On the responsibility of helping others to learn:

Vol. 4, No. 9, May 2007   
Copyright © 2007 by Robert D. Behn    

The Tacit Knowledge of Leadership
Do you know how to ride a bicycle?

Sure. You may not have ridden one in
years. Still, if you were given one, you
could easily ride it. Today. Now.

You never lose your knowledge
about how to ride a bicycle.

Have you ever taught someone to
ride a bicycle? Undoubtedly. How did
you do this “teaching”? Could you
convey your own well-accumulated
knowledge about this simple, human
activity? Could you explain in clear,
accurate language the skills required
to ride a bicycle? Could you give your
young friend the best-selling instruc-
tion manual to read?

Of course not. Sure, you stressed
some basic safety rules: “Always wear
a helmet.” You offered some of your
knowledge about how to maintain
your balance in what, you recognized,
were vague phrases. Then, this brief,
formal instruction completed, you had
nothing left to say. You had to put
your student on the bicycle.

Now came the real teaching—your
effort to convey your knowledge to
someone who was completely uniniti-
ated in the task of riding a bicycle.
You tried to help your student develop
some personal expertise. So you ran
down the street, holding onto the
back of the seat, and correcting your
student’s wavering, until he or she
got the hang of it. Then you let go.

You had to. Your young student
would never learn to ride a bicycle—
never develop his or her own knowl-
edge—until you let go.

Oh yes. You can buy books and
visit Web sites that explain the phys-
ics of bicycling. They discuss aerody-
namics and torque, and provide the
equations for the dynamics of motion.
Unfortunately, none can convey the
knowledge required to ride a bicycle.

Why? Because the physics of bicy-
cling confers explicit knowledge, while
riding one requires tacit knowledge.
Explicit knowledge can be conveyed in
words and equations. Tacit knowl-
edge, by definition, cannot.

Indeed, explicit knowledge is not
required to ride a bicycle—or even to

create one. Nearly two centuries after
the first steerable bicycle was in-
vented, the American Journal of Phys-
ics was publishing an article on
“Steering in bicycles and motorcy-
cles.” Ordinary humans figured out
how to ride bicycles long before the
physicists developed the equations.

Knowledge about management and
leadership presents the same puzzle.
Obviously the knowledge exists. Some
people clearly have it. If they have
demonstrated success just once, they
can be dismissed as lucky. But if they
have proven successful multiple times
in widely different circumstances,
luck is an inadequate explanation.
They must know something.

Unfortunately, conveying that
knowledge is difficult. Knowledge
about management and leadership is
not explicit knowledge. It cannot be
explained in words and equations.

That is why management books are
so simplistic. They consist primarily
of vague proverbs that offer no more
guidance to a perplexed executive
seeking to improve performance than
Newton’s equations of motion offer a
child seeking to ride a bicycle.

For a child learning to ride a bicy-
cle, the good news is that the instruc-
tion comes from a trusted master who
offers a veteran’s support, who pro-
vides nimble guidance with a steady
hand, and who exercises wise discre-
tion about when it is time to let go.
Unfortunately, few public executives
benefit from such support, guidance,
or discretion in letting go.

And obviously, mastering the tacit
knowledge necessary to lead  a public

agency is much more challenging
than mastering the tacit knowledge
necessary to ride a bicycle. After all,
all bicycles are essentially the same;
once you have learned to ride one
bicycle, you can ride them all.

Every public agency, however, is
different. Even this year, a public
agency is different—perhaps quite a
bit different—from last year’s version
of that same agency. Thus, the tacit
knowledge that proved so effective
last year may be useless or even
counterproductive this year.

Teaching someone to ride a bicycle
is like teaching someone to exercise
leadership in the public sector. There
is no manual. The knowledge that you
have accumulated cannot be captured
in words or formulas. You cannot
explain your knowledge; thus you
cannot really teach it.

In fact, you have never really
taught anyone to ride a bicycle. In-
stead, you helped someone to learn.
You provided guidance—some helpful
(but hardly precise) hints that permit-
ted someone to learn the tacit knowl-
edge required to ride a bicycle.

Thus, the tacit knowledge of how to
ride a bicycle has been passed down
from generation to generation without
the help of books or equations—but
simply with the thoughtful guidance
of a series of mentors.

Someday, perhaps, we will have
created some explicit knowledge
about leadership and management —
knowledge that can be codified in
words and equations. Until that is
possible, however, we need to do the
next best thing: Experienced public
executives need to help aspiring lead-
ers learn the tacit knowledge neces-
sary to ride off successfully, without
someone else holding on. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Per-
formance Leadership: 11 Better Prac-
tices That Can Ratchet Up Perfor-
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Knowledge about exercising
leadership is similar to knowl-
edge about riding a bicycle. It is
not explicit, but strictly tacit.
You can no more teach someone
to be a leader than you can teach
someone to ride a bike. You can
only help them to learn.
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Measuring Individual Contributions
Growing up, I easily kept track of

which baseball players were contrib-
uting the most to their team. I just
checked the back of each player’s
baseball card for batting average,
home-runs, and RBIs (which, for the
uninitiated, stands for “runs batted
in”). For a pitcher, I would check the
won-lost record and ERA (which
stands not for “Equal Rights Amend-
ment” but for “earned run average”).

That, however, is so last century.
Today, to know who are baseball’s

big contributors, you have to join
SABR (the Society for Baseball Re-
search), talk to Bill James, or log onto
www.baseballprospectus.com. These
are the sources of complex statistics
and refined analyses of every major
leaguer who has played since Henry
Chadwick invented the box score in
the 1800s.

If you pay some attention to base-
ball, you have heard of other statis-
tics such as OBP (the hitter’s “on base
percentage”) and OPS (OBP plus
“slugging percentage”). But have you
kept up on the newest ones: VORP for
“Value Over Replacement Player” or
EqA for “Equivalent Average”?

Why do these Sabermetricians
collect all of these data and make all
of these calculations? In part, they do
it because it is fun. (You may not
think that baseball statistics—or any
statistics—are fun, but they do.)

Also, they are trying to answer a
perplexing question: Who is the better
player? Who makes the biggest contri-
bution to his team? For some obvious
and not so obvious reasons, this
question is not easy to answer.

After all, an individual player’s
performance depends not only upon
his skill and wile. It also depends on
the circumstances. And these circum-
stances can vary markedly.

Some pitchers are supported by a
brilliant defense. Some aren’t. Some
hitters come to bat with more runners
on base, which gives them more
chances to get an RBI. Some don’t.
Sometimes the ball takes a bad
bounce. Sometimes it doesn’t.

Sometimes the temporary effect of
such differences is neutralized by a
162-game season or by a ten-year
career. Sometimes it isn’t.

Baseball executives need to figure
out which players made truly signifi-
cant contributions last year and thus
who they should sign next year. To
make these decisions, they need so-
phisticated analyses of detailed data.

So baseball statisticians spend
lifetimes inventing, testing, critiquing,
and revising various statistical indices
that have the potential to shed some
light on a player’s performance.

VORP is designed to reveal how
much better an individual offensive
player is than a minimally acceptable
one. It reveals how many runs this
player contributes over the minimum.

EqA is a summary statistic derived
from nine other pieces of data. It is
designed to measure a player’s total
offensive production taking into ac-
count the player’s league and team. It
is expressed on a scale similar to a
batting average. 

All of this for people who play a
game.

Inventing some statistical indices
for the performance of a public em-
ployee would be much more complex.
For several reasons, the field on
which public agencies, managers, and
employees play is much more compli-
cated, much more varied, and much
more unpredictable than a baseball
field. 

Moreover, the definition of winning
isn’t clear. In baseball, the team that
scores the most runs wins. No one
disputes this. No one claims that the

team with the most hits or the most
strikes wins. Since Abner Doubleday
or Alexander Cartwright (or whomever
you credit) invented the game, the
team scoring the most runs wins.

How, however, does a public agen-
cy win? Different people have mark-
edly different definitions of winning—
and reading the authorizing legisla-
tion of an agency only increases the
confusion. And baseball managers
think they have a tough job.

Moreover, most public employees
and most public managers rarely get
specific guidance about what they
should accomplish. When, Ed Koch
was New York’s mayor, he selected
Ellen Schall to head the Department
of Juvenile Justice and divulged what
winning meant to him: “Don’t let
them out. Do as much for them as
you can.” In two succinct sentences,
Koch was, simultaneously, both
vague and contradictory.

This is why public executives have
the responsibility to craft purposes.
No one is clearly specifying their orga-
nization’s purposes. No one is telling
them what winning is.

Winning can’t be the only thing, if
no one can specify what this “thing”
is. And how can a public manager
figure out who is making a significant
contribution to the agency’s success
if no one has defined success? Cer-
tainly the traditional performance-
appraisal form is of little use.

Why? Because it fails to focus on
results produced and, instead, relies
on subjective judgments. It is the
equivalent of rating a baseball player
by the elegance of his batting stance.
In government, as in baseball, any
measure of an individual’s value must
focus on his or her contribution to
real results. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Per-
formance Leadership: 11 Better Prac-
tices That Can Ratchet Up Perfor-
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In baseball, the team that scores
the most runs wins. What, how-
ever, does it mean for a public
agency to win? And how can a
public manager figure out who is
making a significant contribution
to the agency’s success if no one
has defined success?
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Service-Delivery Completion Targets
Many public agencies set targets

for how long it will take them to com-
plete a service-delivery task. Yet what
kind of targets should managers set?

For example, the manager of a
state division of motor vehicles might
want to complete a driver’s license
transaction within 30 minutes of
when a citizen walks in the door. A
city’s director of public works might
want to complete every request to fill
a pothole within 48 hours of when a
citizen calls in the request.

These managers have a very clear
expectation for operational perfor-
mance. They know what they want
the agency’s employees to accomplish.
Still, this clear expectation does not
automatically translate into a specific
target.

Should DPW attempt to fill 90% of
the potholes within 48 hours? Or
should its target be 100% within 48
hours? Should the DMV aim to com-
plete 80% of its transactions within
30 minutes. Or should it strive to
achieve this 100% of the time?

The difference is not trivial. Each
type of target creates its own stan-
dards of success and its own incen-
tives for employees.

The advantage of creating a target
that is less than 100% is obvious.
Although the tasks may be routine,
there are always a few weird cases.

Potholes are not born uniformly
throughout the year. The pothole
stork delivers them in swarms, re-
quiring DPW to organize itself to cope
with the winter-time sieges.

To fill potholes, DPW needs more
personnel and equipment in January
than in July. DPW need not have
special staff whose only skill is filling
potholes; it can train them to do other
tasks in July. Still, does DPW want to
purchase enough equipment, some of
which will be idle in July, to ensure
that it can hit the 100% target in
January? If not, DPW might not want
to promise to fill every January pot-
hole within 48 hours.

At the DMV, a 100% target creates
a different problem. Again, the trans-

action is usually routine. The citizen
presents the paperwork, the employee
performs the necessary checks, the
citizen pays the required fee, and the
employee prints out the appropriate
document. Very routine. 

Except when it isn’t. For example,
what happens when a driver has
numerous outstanding parking tick-
ets (though the driver will claim to
have paid them all)?

This may be a routine problem. It
happens frequently enough that the
DMV has created specific routines
that employees follow to resolve this
recurring problem. Still, if the citizen
is uncooperative, this transaction can
take well over 30 minutes. Mean-
while, other citizens are waiting
—maybe more than their 30 minutes.

Establishing that the agency’s
target for a particular service is to
complete every citizen’s service re-
quest within a specific time looks like
suicide. It can’t happen. The agency
will inevitably miss the target in par-
ticular situations—in several particu-
larly annoying situations.

At the same time, setting the target
at less than 100% lets people off the
hook. Indeed, the agency can achieve
its target with a little triage: Don’t
worry about how long the unusual
cases take. The agency can hit its
80% target whether the uncooperative
citizen gets out the door in 31 min-
utes or in three hours and 31 min-
utes. Both count as a miss.

Moreover, an 80% target can easily
lead to significant citizen dissatisfac-
tion. When citizens learn that the
DMV has a target of completing 80%

of its transactions within 30 minutes,
what do they hear? “I’ll be in and out
in 30 minutes.” Yet the DMV can hit
its target and still disappoint 20% of
these citizens. To send 20% of the
people away unhappy is not a formula
for creating citizen satisfaction.

Yes, many of these people will get
out the door in 32 minutes. Yet for a
target to affect employee behavior, it
needs to be visible. By making a tar-
get very public, agency managers can
convince their employees that it is
real. Yet, the more visible the target
is, the more likely citizens are to care-
fully check their watches when they
walk in the door. Although the DMV’s
30-minute clock doesn’t start until
the agency gives a citizen a number,
citizens will start their clocks earlier,
perhaps many minutes earlier.

Service-delivery targets also need
to include a quality measure. Did the
filled pothole last two years, or two
hours? Was a habitual drunk driver
given a driver’s license? Auditors can
answer these quality questions. Offi-
cial auditors can thoroughly check a
selection of cases. Citizen auditors
can report potholes that quickly reap-
pear. And journalistic auditors can
use official records to catch the driver
whose license should not have been
renewed. From government, citizens
want high-quality services.

 They also want speedy services.
And a public manager may choose to
fix this dissatisfier (which can be
objectively measured) before trying to
fix service quality (which means dif-
ferent things to different people).

Still, the kind of target to choose is
not obvious. The choice has impor-
tant implications both for how agency
employees behave and how citizens
evaluate the agency’s competence. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Per-
formance Leadership: 11 Better Prac-
tices That Can Ratchet Up Perfor-
mance. He is a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government where he chairs the
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” 

Should DPW attempt to fill 90%
of the potholes within 48 hours?
Or should its target be 100%
within 48 hours? Should the
DMV aim to complete 80% of its
transactions within 30 minutes.
Or should it strive to achieve this
100% of the time?
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The Responsibility to Craft Purposes
In his book Certain Trumpets: The

Nature of Leadership, Garry Wills
writes: “Lincoln had no clear expres-
sion of the popular will to implement.
He had to elicit the program he want-
ed to serve, and that always involves
affecting the views one is consulting.”

The same is true for today’s public
executives. Many of the issues that
they face are not quite as polarizing
or explosive as Lincoln’s challenges of
slavery and the preservation of a
nation. Still, most public executives
are given “no clear expression of the
popular will to implement.”

The legislature does not do this.
Rather, the legislature needs—if it is
to pass anything—to obscure a vari-
ety of tensions. Despite all of the
whereases in the preamble—indeed,
precisely because of all of the multiple
and conflicting whereases—public
executives lack definitive guidance
about what specific purposes they
should pursue. Further, a 51-49
agreement, even when it is enacted
into law, is hardly a “clear expression
of the popular will.”

So what is a public executive to
do? One obvious answer is to mimic
the legislature—to reflect in words
and deeds the bundle of contradic-
tions and obfuscations reflected in
society and the law. This, however, is
not necessarily a safe choice. Despite
the ambiguity and abstruseness of
the legislation, each individual legisla-
tor has some very clear ideas. 

At a legislative hearing, the public
executive can be confronted with a
series of very pointed questions that
reflect very different purposes. The
same can happen at any public fo-
rum, at which stakeholders with very
specific objectives will again confront
the public executive with definitive
but conflicting demands. A public
executive may try—with a variety of
individualized, targeted initiatives—to
mollify every individual interest. This,
however, does not guarantee success,
or even survival.

An alternative to dexterous mollifi-
cation is active leadership. This strat-

egy also comes with no guarantee of
survival. But it does bring the poten-
tial to accomplish something.

To exercise such leadership, public
executives craft a purpose and then
mobilize the means to achieve it. To-
day’s public executives cannot, any
more than Lincoln, choose alone.
Their choice must be acceptable to
others—perhaps to only a few others,
perhaps to many different others.

The leader needs followers, and to
create such followers, argues Wills,
“agreement on a goal is necessary.” In
fact, that is what Wills argues leaders
do: “The leader is one who mobilizes
others toward a goal shared by leader
and followers.” And lest his readers
miss his point, Wills reiterates it: “the
goal must be shared.”

And, if a goal is, indeed, to be
shared, the public executive must (as
Lincoln did) affect the views of the
followers. Thus, leaders must listen to
these potential followers. In fact,
while consulting these possible follow-
ers, the leader has the opportunity to
influence their thinking.

Public executives have to “elicit the
program” that they, the people who
work in their organization, and a lot
of citizens want “to serve.” This re-
quires the subtle kind of political
leadership that Wills advocates. Such
leadership is neither dictatorial nor
subservient. Rather, it requires both
conviction and convincing.

Leaders set direction an  d assure
others that this direction makes
sense. They describe an alternative
vision of the future and convince
others that it is both desirable and

achievable. And although such others
are inevitably labeled “followers,” they
are really more than that. For they
not only accept direction but also
shape it. Still, it is the leader (whether
by exercising formal authority or by
taking the initiative) who molds peo-
ple’s beliefs, thoughts, and desires
into a coherent whole—a strategy that
they can collectively pursue.

Most of the time, the leader does
not need full agreement. Public execu-
tives in particular may need agree-
ment only from some people within
the organization and some in their
authorizing environment. Perhaps one
or two people—the chair of the House
Ways and Means Committee, or the
president of a key stakeholder orga-
nization—must give their consent. Or
it may only be necessary to deter their
active opposition.

Initially, the public executive may
not need the support from even a
majority of citizens or of those within
the organization. A small, dedicated
group can accomplish the first small
wins. These small wins provide an
opportunity for learning and adjust-
ments. And they can help to convince
others that both the purpose and the
strategy are desirable and prudent.
Some will continue to dissent or dis-
agree but, as the momentum builds,
many will sign on. Others will remain
quiescent or leave.

As leaders, public executives not
only craft purposes judiciously to
reflect and affect the views of others.
They also pursue these purposes with
a strategy that produces some initial
successes. Then they use these suc-
cesses both to learn how to adjust the
strategy to produce more success and
to affect the views of those whom they
continue to consult. d

R  obert D  . B  eh  n is th  e au  th  or of P  e  r-
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As leaders, public executives not
only craft purposes to reflect and
affect the views of others.  They
also pursue these purposes with
a strategy that produces some
initial small wins from which
they can learn and influence the
thinking of still others.
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Mandates Can’t Force Good Behavior
To prevent people from doing a bad

thing, we humans have an effective
strategy: We create a rule against
doing it. Then, we enforce this rule.

Sure: It isn’t quite that simple. We
need to define the bad thing in a spe-
cific rule: “Do not kill another hu-
man.” Of course, the rule always
comes with exemptions, such as:
“except in self defense.” And these
exceptions require further definitions.
For example, if a threat is sufficiently
serious, self defense, including killing
another human, is warranted.

That’s why we have lawyers, legis-
lators, and judges. They create, test,
and modify the formal rules with all of
their exceptions.

Once we have established the
rules, we assign some people to check
to be sure everyone is following them.
For this task, we have police and
auditors (plus a cadre of independent,
self-appointed malcontents). When
these monitors uncover a violation of
the rules, they report the violators.

Finally, we create a process to
adjudicate a report that a rule has
been violated. And if this report is
upheld, the violator is punished.

Regardless of what bad thing we
want to prevent—whether it is a hu-
man killing another human or a pub-
lic agency spending money not autho-
rized in its budget—we employ the
same strategy.

But our public objectives include
more than ensuring that people do
not do bad things. We also want to
ensure that people do do good things.

This is much more difficult. In
particular, our general strategy for
preventing people from doing bad
things doesn’t work as well for man-
dating that people do good things.

For example, the world would be a
better place if parents read to their
children. Research consistently tells
us that the most important factor in
a child’s learning is not teachers, or
schools, or curriculum, or money, but
parents. We would leave a lot fewer
children behind if their parents read
to them.

Of course, reading isn’t the only
good thing that we want parents to
do. We want parents to help their
children with their homework. We
want parents to take their children to
museums. We want parents to be . . .
good parents.

Ignore these complications—the
challenge of defining what a good
parent is, the challenge of getting
parents to be good parents—and fo-
cus on the simpler task of getting
parents to read to their children.

What would we need to do? We
need to define “reading.” What counts
as “reading”? How long does the read-
ing have to last to count as “reading”?
One hour a day, seven days a week?
Ten minutes a day, three days a
week? Or can it be simply 25 hours
anytime during a year?

And what has to be read? How
about a graphic novel? How about a
newspaper account of last night’s
game between the Yankees and the
Red Sox? Or does it have to be a book
from the Modern Library list of 100
best novels? And what counts for
children of different ages?

Next, how would we check on this
desirable behavior? We could not put
monitors in every home. We’d require
parents to fill out a monthly or an-
nual report. Then an auditor would
check some of these reports to catch
a few liars and to deter others.

The difficulty, of course, is that the
parents could easily comply with the
letter of the mandate but ignore its
real purpose. They could read some-
thing to their children. They could fill
out the reports. But they could do all

this in a way that contributed nothing
to their children’s learning. The par-
en  ts cou  ld jum  p th  rou  gh th  e h  oop. 

This is the problem with mandat-
ing that public agencies engage in
good behavior. We know what good
behavior is (or we think we know). So
we require every agency to comply
with our concept of good behavior.

If we “know” that effective organi-
zations create strategic plans, we
mandate that every public agency
create its strategic plan.

If we “know” that effective organi-
zations have performance measures,
we mandate that every public agency
create performance measures.

Then, we require them to submit
reports containing their strategic
plans and performance measures.
They will do so. They know how to
play this game.

Unfortunately, we cannot force
them to take our concept of good
behavior seriously. After all, they
have some specific public purposes to
achieve. And the requirements of our
mandate may or may not help them
achieve these particular purposes.
Indeed, these requirements might
even hinder their ability to achieve
these purposes—if only because of the
opportunity cost of compliance.

This suggests what good behavior
really is. Good behavior is not produc-
ing strategic plans. Nor is it creating
performance measures. Good behav-
ior is achieving public purposes.
Rather than check on those activities
that we think contribute to achieving
our purposes, why not reach an
agreement with each agency about
the purposes to be achieved and how
progress will be established. Then
check on whether the agency is actu-
ally making real progress. d

R  obert D  . B  eh  n is th  e a  u  th  or of P  e  r-
formance Leadership: 11 Better Prac-
tices That Can Ratchet Up Perfor-
m  ance. H  e is a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School
of Government where he chairs the
executive-education program “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership
S  trategies th  at P  rodu  ce R  esu  lts.” 

Rules can prevent bad behavior.
But they are not as useful at
producing good behavior. After
all, the link between any form of
good behavior and its true pur-
poses is often weak. So why not
focus on whether an agency is
achieving its real purpose?
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On the perverse yet inevitable obsession with:

Avoiding All Mistakes

Several years ago, I was a member of a
task force charged with analyzing the opera-
tion of a large public agency and making
recommendations for improvements. In our
meetings with agency executives, one member
of the task force asked ev-
ery deputy, “How does [the
agency head] evaluate your
performance?”

This question was most
embarrassing. Every deputy
knew that he or she should
have an answer that was
thoughtful, analytical, and
operational. Yet they had
none. Some avoided eye
contact. Some shuffled their
feet. They all lacked a clear
explanation of how they
were evaluated or how their division’s perfor-
mance was measured.

They each knew that the agency head
should have created some standards by which
to judge whether the deputies and their
divisions were doing a good job. Yet, they also
knew, such standards simply did not exist.

 The only answer offered by more than one
deputy was: “I guess if I keep my name out of
the newspaper, I’m doing a good job.”

What a damning commentary on this
organization. And yet, this answer does reflect
the ten commandments of public service:
“Thou shalt not make a mistake. Thou shalt
not make a mistake. . . . Thou shalt not make
a mistake.”

Indeed, in the absence of any explicit mea-
sure of performance, the default standard of
evaluation is clear: Avoid All Mistakes. Or, at
least, avoid all mistakes that might get re-
ported in the newspaper (or on someone’s

well-read blog).

Yet for at least two rea-
sons, this (usually unspo-
ken) evaluation standard
has some operational valid-
ity. First, it is much easier
to identify a failure than a
success. Second, the pen-
alty for even a minor failure
is usually much greater
than the reward for a sig-
nificant success.

In government, different
people judge success by different—and often
conflicting—criteria. Thus, what is a success
to some is not a success to others.

In contrast, a failure can be very obvious.
Something very bad has happened. We can all
see that.

M  oreover, a journalist or some other ac-
countability holder can, by tracing back a
series of events, actions, and decisions, easily
identify a “cause” of this bad thing.

In reality, however, if something very bad
did happen, there is rarely only one “cause.” A
number of minor errors, seemingly inconsequ-
ential choices, and small incidents had to
come together in a unique way to permit the
bad thing to actually happen.
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On March 28, 1979, the Three Mile River
nuclear power plant in Pennsylvania experi-
enced a major failure: a partial meltdown of
the reactor core. Yet, what was the “cause” of
this accident?

The proximate initial cause was a series of
individually small but collectively major equip-
ment failures. But these failures themselves
might not have induced an accident. In the
control room, however, some instruments gave
inaccurate information which led the opera-
tors to take actions that compounded rather
than mitigated the equip-
ment breakdowns. Still, all of
this—equipment failures and
operator errors—might have
been avoided if the engineers
who planned the facility had
made a different set of de-
sign choices.

 The nuclear accident at
Three Mile Island was big. It
generated investigations and
books, many of which ana-
lyzed the multiple contributing factors in
detail. Only a few newspapers, however, cov-
ered the complexity of these cause-and-effect
relationships.

Indeed, the existence of many possible
causes makes the journalist’s work easier. To
produce a first draft of history, a journalist
need not examine the countless complexities
of causation. All the journalist needs to do is
uncover, from among multiple possibilities, a
single, plausible cause. This is enough to write
a story—perhaps even a front-page story.

Success, of course, has multiple causes
too. And one of these causes is “dumb luck.”
If you don’t want to give an individual, a team,
or an organization credit for a success, you
can always claim that they were “just lucky.”
So even if a public manager has a success—
even if almost all of the stakeholders agree
that it is a success—the manager and the
organization may not gain much credit.

Moreover, even when there is credit to be
gained from a success, that credit is much

less significant than the blame for a failure.
The failure is reported on page one. The suc-
cess may be known only by the cognoscenti.
Little wonder that public officials measure
their success by their ability to keep their
name out of the newspaper.

Yet, this is not exclusively a government
problem. It is fundamentally a human prob-
lem.

Pete Palmer, the co-author of The Hidden
Game of Baseball, has observed that for base-

ball managers, “the pain of
looking bad is worse than
the gain of making the best
move.” Consequently, Palmer
concludes, baseball “man-
agers tend to pick a strategy
that is least likely to fail
rather than pick a strategy
that is most efficient.”

All of this suggests that
one of the challenges facing
public executives (perhaps

all executives) is to raise the level of
reputational rewards that can be earned by
producing a success, while lowering the
reputational costs incurred by contributing to
a failure. Public employees have chosen to
work for government because they want to
accomplish something. They need to be able to
earn the esteem that comes from their suc-
cesses. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is the au  th  or of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecture  r at Harvard
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ington.

It is much easier to identify a
failure than a success. Little
wonder that the ten com-
mandments of public service
are: “Thou shalt not make a
mistake. Thou shalt not make
a mistake. . . . Thou shalt not
make a mistake.”
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On why public managers need to practice:

Management Noir

Casablanca has more lines worth remem-
bering than a whole year’s worth of today’s
films: “Here’s looking at you, kid.” “Round up
the usual suspects.” “I’m shocked, shocked, to
find that gambling is going on in here.” “You
played it for her; you can
play it for me.” And, “We’ll
always have Paris.”

Yet, one of the film’s
most important “lines” is
never spoken. It is just a
nod.

In the Café Americain,
owned and operated by
Rick Blaine [Humphrey Bo-
gart], a group of Nazi sol-
diers launch into a chorus
of Die Wacht am Rheim. In
response, resistance leader Victor Laszlo [Paul
Henreid] directs the house band to respond
with La Marseillaise. The band leader waivers.
It is then that Rick, the quintessential tough-
guy who survives by balancing the needs of
his drinking and gambling patrons with the
demands of the occupiers from Vichy France,
grants his approval. With a mere nod.

(In the film’s climax, however, Rick doesn’t
just nod at the Gestapo Major, Heinrich
Strasser [Conrad Veidt]. Rick shoots him.)

Cinema critics do not catalogue Casa-
blanca as film noir, though they include other
Bogart films such as “The Big Sleep” and “The
Maltese Falcon.” Rick Blaine isn’t noir enough.
Bogart’s Rick is undeniably cynical and tough,
yet he suffers from too many principles.

Film critics cannot agree on a definition of
film noir. Nevertheless, some themes are
common: despair, greed, injustice, manipula-
tion, betrayal. There are no heroes, only anti-
heroes—no happy endings, only more misery.

Thus, my idea of man-
agement noir is not a pure
analogy to film noir. In
management noir, people
do possess admirable val-
ues. They may not be per-
fect heroes; like all of us,
they have some less-than-
noble qualities. Still, our
management hero under-
stands that, to achieve im-
portant public purposes in
a noir world, he or she
needs to learn how and

when to practice the arts of noir.

Rick is as good at them as anyone; he
knows to whom to suck up and whom to
threaten. He knows when to fight and when
not to fight. More importantly, he knows that,
to function effectively, it is often better neither
to fight nor not to fight but to use a shrewd,
indirect strategy. Still, Rick never loses his
decency—his concern for people, whether it is
Laszlo or Ilsa Lund [Ingrid Bergman]. We
honor Bogart’s Rick not just for his values but
also for his effective (if often noir) means.

This suggests my definition of “Manage-
ment Noir”:

Real public executives are driven by
the desire to accomplish important
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public purposes yet recognize that, to
achieve these purposes, they must
function effectively in the world of noir.

In this world, some people are not toiling to
achieve important societal values. Some seek
personal power or wealth. Some seek who
knows what, though it certainly isn’t an im-
portant public purpose. In this world, warm-
puppy management is not very effective. In
this world, it takes more than a few scratches
behind the ears to make friends, let alone to
produce real cooperation. In this world, to ac-
complish anything of value,
the public executive has to
practice management noir.

Sometimes, management
noir is not required. Every-
one—from stakeholders, to
legislators, to political ap-
pointees—is driven by the
same public purpose.

Sometimes, everyone has
signed on to the purpose,
except some are not quite willing to appropri-
ate the funds, to delegate the required author-
ity, or to appoint anyone but political allies.

Sometimes, everyone has signed on to the
purpose, except some need something first.
Perhaps it is a job for a cousin. Perhaps it is a
kickback, which might be cash in a shoe box,
an honorarium, or an all-expense-paid trip to
a conference at a resort. Perhaps it is a kind
word—or only a nod—for a quite worthy but
low-priority undertaking. Of “the strategic use
of pork,” John Ellwood of the University of
California and Eric Patashnik of the University
of Virginia wrote a while back, “favoring legis-
lators with small gifts for their districts in
order to achieve great things for the nation is
an act not of sin but of statesmanship.”

To some, this is immoral. To others, it is
simply practical. In the noir world of public
management, the legal lines are explicit, but
the ethical lines can be very blurry indeed.

In the history of American (if not global)
management, the nod has a bad reputation.

When a business executive wants to approve
a sleazy activity, words are inappropriate. The
approval comes only with a nod.

The same has been true in politics. As
Martin Lomasney, Boston’s “Czar of Ward
Eight” in the era of Mayor James Michael
Curley, observed, “Never write when you can
speak; never speak when you can nod.” Today,
he would stress: “Never put it in an e-mail.”

James Fallows, a speech writer for Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter, admired Carter’s “gift of

virtue.” Yet, Fallows rebuked
him for lacking "the passion
to convert himself from a
good man into an effective
one, to learn how to do the
job."

That is the challenge fac-
ing every public executive:
To develop the passion to be
both good and effective. For
the manager faces two temp-
tations. The first is to claim

the high moral ground, asserting that some-
how this virtue excuses the failure to be effec-
tive. The second is to succumb to the allure of-
fered by the world of noir—to settle for being
“effective” yet accomplishing nothing of value.

If you need an executive who can produce
real results in a public agency, you ought to
hire Rick. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is the au  th  or of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  r  form  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently for the
California Air Resources Board, Miami-Dade
County, and state agencies in Ohio.

Public executives face the
challenge of “management
noir.” To achieve public pur-
poses, they have to function
effectively in the world of
noir. This requires them to
develop the passion to be
both good and effective.
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On why public managers need to work at closing their:

Managerial Perception Gap

Last month, Hudson Talent Management
released its managerial survey of 1,854 work-
ers in the United States. When Hudson asked
managers to rate themselves, 43 percent
reported that they were doing an “excellent”
job, while 49 percent re-
ported that they were
“good.” No manager said
that he or she was doing a
“poor” job.

These results are not
surprising. In fact, they are
quite consistent with nu-
merous other surveys in
which people are asked to
evaluate themselves. It
makes no difference about
what behavior or skill we
humans are asked to judge
ourselves: intelligence, ethics, athleticism,
health, driving. Regardless of the characteris-
tic, the vast majority of us report that we,
personally, are well above average.

My favorite example comes from a survey
of school principals in New Jersey. Of the 130
principals who responded, how many do you
think reported that they were in the top 10
percent of principals in the state? Answer:
96—or 74 percent. That is, nearly three-quar-
ters of those who responded to the survey,
thought they were among the very elite of the
state’s principals.

Moreover, all of those who responded
thought they were in the top half. That is:
every one of these 130 principals concluded
that he or she was above average.

Why should managers be any different?

Employees, however, have a slightly differ-
ent view of their managers. While 92 percent
of the managers told Hudson that they were

excellent or good, only 63
percent of the employees
gave one of these two rat-
ings to their boss. Only 31
percent rated their boss or
supervisor as “excellent”;
another 32 percent judged
their boss to be “good.”
Moreover, 10 percent rated
their boss as “poor.” (For a
summary of these data, see
the table on page 2.)

This suggests a slight
mismatch in perceptions.

Employees don’t have quite the same admira-
tion for their superiors as these superiors have
for themselves. (I have no idea how the teach-
ers in New Jersey schools evaluate their prin-
cipals.)

The Hudson survey covered managers and
employees from both the private and public
sectors. So how do the managers in govern-
ment rate themselves? And what do their
subordinates think?

Compared with all managers, those in
government have an even higher view of them-
selves. Exactly half of the public managers
rated themselves as excellent, and another 46
percent thought they were good. Only 3 per-
cent admitted to being fair. And, as already
noted, no manager—public or private —evalu-
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ated himself or herself as poor. Compared
with U.S. managers in general, American
public managers are an even cockier breed.

So what do public employees think? Do
they also think that their managers in govern-
ment are even better than managers in gen-
eral? Not quite.

In fact, only 31 percent  of public employ-
ees thought their boss was excellent, while
another 34 percent  called their boss good. As
for poor managers, 15 percent of public em-
ployees put their boss in that
category.

So (as the table below
suggests) public managers
rate themselves higher than
other managers do. But pub-
lic employees give a lower
rating to their bosses than
other employees do.

But is this inconsistency
between the public and priv-
ate sectors important? Not as important, I
think, as the disparity in the perceptions of
managers and their employees. Indeed, public
managers need to be aware that their subord-
inates may not hold them in as high esteem as
they hold themselves. And they ought to do
something about this gap.

Rating

How would
you rate
yourself as a
manager or
boss?

How do you
rate your boss
or supervisor?

Total Gov’t Total Gov’t

Excellent 43% 50% 35% 31%

Good 49% 46% 32% 34%

Fair 6% 3% 19% 18%

Poor 0% 0% 10% 15%

Not Sure 1% 2% 4% 1%

Source:

www.hudson-index.com/documents/us-hudson-index-data-092006.xls

Robert Morgan, chief operating officer at
Hudson Talent Management, is an advocate of
“360-degree reviews.” In government as in
business, the typical personnel evaluation is
done by each individual’s boss. A 360-degree
review, however, draws on the judgments of a
variety of people—subordinates, peers, cus-
tomers, vendors, collaborators. After all, the
boss does not have a monopoly on useful
information about any individual’s work.

Moreover, argues Morgan, 360-degree
reviews can help managers by giving them a

dose of reality about their
own work. Of course, it
could be the employees, not
the managers, who lack an
appreciation of what makes
a manager effective. Manage-
rial competence—as Marga-
ret Wolfe Hungerford sug-
gested about beauty—is in
the eye of the beholder.

For public managers,
however, debating competing

versions of the truth is less useful than mend-
ing the perceptions. They need to convince the
people in their agency to take on new chal-
le  n  g  e  s, to p  u  rsu  e th  e  ir pe  rform  an  ce ta  rg  e  ts
with intelligence and energy, and to think cre-
atively about how to achieve their common
mission. This takes leadership. And to exer-
cise such leadership, public managers need to
earn the confidence of their employees. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  or of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  rform  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently for the
California Air Resources Board and Miami-
Dade County.

Like the rest of us, public
managers think they are very
good. Unfortunately, their
employees don’t rate them
quite as highly. Thus, if pub-
lic managers are to exercise
leadership, they need to
eliminate this perception gap.
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On why public managers need to focus on their:

Performance Deficit

Today, all public agencies have perfor-
mance measures—lots of performance mea-
sures. They have to. Their stakeholders want
measures. The legislature is insisting on
measures. The budget office is requiring
measures. Today, if you are
a public executive, you
need to have some perfor-
mance measures.

In fact, the more, the
better. If my budget shop or
legislature was demanding
performance measures, I
would ask: “How many do
you want?” Then, I would
give them three or four
times as many.

Why? Because some of
these many measures will always go up. I can
take credit for this. Sure, some measures will
go down. But, I can offer logical explanations
(call them excuses) for why this happened.

Next year, of course, different measures
will go up; different measures will go down.
So, I will take credit for the ones that have
improved: “See, I responded to your concerns,
shifted my priorities, and the results demon-
strate my leadership.” And I will offer new,
creative explanations for the measures that
have gone in the wrong direction.

The more measures a public agency has,
the easier it is for its managers to claim that
they are doing something. Of course, with
more measures, it is easier for critics to claim
that these managers are doing little.

Neither will be wrong or right. Indeed, with
too many measures—and it doesn’t take very
many measures to have too many—it is impos-
sible to determine whether the agency is
improving or not. For while some of the mea-

sures are inevitably going
down, other will (unless the
agency is wholly incompe-
tent) be going up. For the
public manager with many
measures, these probabil-
ities obscure cause-and-
effect relationships and
thus provide protection.

To improve—and to
demonstrate that it is im-
proving—the agency needs
some perform  ance targets.
Such targets not only pro-

vide a standard against which to measure
success. They also motivate people and, when
achieved, provide a sense of accomplishment.

But how many targets? Not too many.
Maybe just one or two.

And how can an agency’s managers choose
their targets? This depends upon the agency’s
“performance deficit”: the most significant
aspect of its work that needs to be improved?

Every organization has performance
deficits—the places along its value chain (from
inputs to processes to outputs to outcomes)
where it is doing an inadequate job. For a firm
that is manufacturing cars of inferior quality,
a performance deficit might be the design of
the car itself, or the design of the production
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line.  It might be the quality of the ignition
system that its vendor is supplying or sloppy
work on the production line.  To improve its
performance, the firm needs to identify and
eliminate its key deficits.

The mission of the U.S. Federal Aviation
Administration is “to provide the safest, most
efficient aerospace system in the world.”
Straightforward enough. Yet, this mission
statement provides no basis for measuring or
managing performance. 

What performance mea-
sure is most useful? One
might be deaths from air-
plane accidents. This is the
ultimate measure. Any single
death is a clear failure in
performance. Still, this mea-
sure doesn’t really help FAA
executives improve perfor-
mance. Nor does it help us
evaluate them. After all, the
probabilities mean that the
FAA could have improved
and yet this year’s fatalities could go up.

To manage the FAA, its executives need
some other measure—something that cap-
tures one of its current and most significant
deficiencies; something that contributes to
fatalities. For example: near misses. If the FAA
can drive down the number of near misses, it
will also drive down the potential for deaths.
Nevertheless, the relationship between near
misses and deaths will always be probabilistic.
The number of near misses can go down, and
deaths can still go up. Nevertheless, the FAA
might decide that its most significant perfor-
mance deficit is the number of near misses.

Or, an analysis of last year’s near misses
might reveal a large number in a particular
category. It might be the near misses at par-
ticular airports or in a particular air space. It
might be near misses at particular times of
the day, days of the week, or seasons of the
year. Or, it might be near misses involving
particular aircraft or a particular carrier. The
FAA might decide to focus on one of these,
more narrowly specified performance deficits.

Every organization has multiple perfor-
mance deficits. Thus, its leadership needs to
choose a few on which to focus. And this
choice is a judgment. It reflects the particular
performance problems facing the agency, and
its leadership’s analysis about which ones to
tackle first. The FAA in the United States and
the Civil Aviation Authority in the United
Kingdom have essentially the same responsi-
bilities. Yet in any given year, the specific
problems facing the two agencies may be quite
different. Thus, the leaders of the FAA and of
the CAA might focus on fixing quite different

performance deficits.

An operational perfor-
mance deficit provides the
focus that a multitude of
performance measures di-
lutes. It reflects a significant
problem that the organiza-
tion faces. And it drives the
organization to do the ana-
lytic work necessary to de-
termine the causes of this
deficiency plus the opera-

tional work necessary to eliminate (or, at least,
to reduce) it. By specifying a performance defi-
cit—and the target to be achieved in the next
year—the leaders of an organization provide a
basis for both measuring and motivating their
own performance.

This is dangerous, of course. But who said
performance leadership is easy? d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  or of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  rform  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently for the
California Air Resources Board and Miami-
Dade County.

Public executives face multi-
ple performance deficits. By
focusing on a few key ones,
they can drive their agency to
do the analytic work neces-
sary to learn their causes and
the operational work neces-
sary to eliminate them.
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On why public managers need to remember:

The Imperative of Adaptation

The Ash Institute for Dem  ocratic Gove  r-
nance and Innovation at Harvard’s Kennedy
School gives a series of annual awards for
Innovation in American Governm  ent, based on
four criteria: novelty, effectiveness, signifi-
cance, and transferability. 

In seeking to recognize
and promote “excellence
and creativity in the public
sector,” the Ash Institute
looks not only for original
programs that produce im-
portant results. It also looks
for programs that can be
“replicated in other jurisdic-
tions.” In fact, the winners
are charged with helping
others to replicate their in-
novation.

Replication, however, is not easy. The
original innovation is not a simple idea. It
evolved over time, as people experimented,
experienced successes and failures, learned,
modified their approach based on this learn-
ing, and then experimented some more. More-
over, the agency experimented not in a sterile
laboratory but in its own complex, constitu-
tional, legal, organizational, and political
environment. Thus, the specific program that
wins an innovation award has evolved through
the work, decisions, and conflicts of a group of
unique people seeking to solve their unique
problems in their unique circumstances.

This means that, by definition, this innova-
tion is not designed for the equally unique and
quite different circumstances of any other

jurisdiction.  Consequently, no organization
can simply import the innovation any more
than you can simply import a computer pro-
gram written for Windows into a computer
running the Mac operating system. The envi-

ronment is different and
thus some significant adap-
tation is required.

We humans would, of
course, prefer every inno-
vation to come with a tem-
plate. This would make
replication easy: just apply
the template. Actually, in
most organizations, tem-
plates are less applied than
they are imposed.

Consider the templates
with which you work every day—the templates
created by your own IT department. Whether
these templates are for e-mail, databases, or
Web pages, they are very inflexible. They are,
of course, extremely useful. They provide
consistency (which is important for the IT
department). And, they make life easy (which
is important for you).

Except when you want to do something
slightly different. Then the template is a pain.
It may work well in the broad, general, average
situation. But it won’t work well for your
specific, unique, and different purpose.

I know a college student who wanted to
major in three different subjects: geology,
physics, and math. The registrar’s office said
it couldn’t be done. Why? Anyone familiar with
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organizational behavior is apt to guess: “Be-
cause no one has ever triple majored before.”

In fact, however, this was not the case.
Students had triple majored before, though
that was a long time ago. So why could a
student not have a triple major now?

Anyone familiar with IT systems is apt to
guess: “Because the registrar’s computer
template only had two fields: one for the first
major, the other for a second major.” In the
days of paper records, creating a third major
was easy. Even if the official
form had only two lines
—one for the first major, the
other for a second—someone
could easily write in a third
major on the margin.

Unfortunately, templates
are not just technologically
attractive. They are also
mentally attractive. If we can
design a template—or, even
better, borrow someone
else’s template—we seek to apply it univer-
sally. If we can take an innovation that has
worked in another organization, codify it into
a template, and call it a “best practice,” we
can import it into lots of other organizations.

Unfortunately, even though the new orga-
nization appears to be virtually identical to the
original, it isn’t. It may be trying to accomplish
the same public purpose. It might even have
precisely the same mission statement—word
for word. Still, the replicating organization is
different. Its people are different; its culture is
different; its legal mandate and regulatory
constraints are different; its political circum-
stances are different.

Thus, any replication requires adaptation.
Moreover, this adaptation requires real work.
Indeed, this adaptation requires serious
thought.

For to adapt a replication, the adapting
organization has to decide what is the core
idea and what are the implementation particu-
lars. Unfortunately, this may not be obvious.

It might not even be obvious to those who
developed the innovation. After all, they did a
lot of experimenting. The innovation evolved—
in some ways very consciously, in other ways
quite unconsciously. The final innovation
might not even have been what its originators
initially set out to accomplish.

Consequently, the would-be replicators
need to specify the core idea of the innovation
—  the operation  al theory that connects an
agency’s actions to its desired results. They
need to determine what features of the original

innovation they need to rep-
licate faithfully, and what
features of the innovation
they can—indeed, should—
adapt to their unique cir-
cumstances.

This is the imperative of
adaptation. It is an intellec-
tually and operationally de-
manding chore. For it
requires the replicators to
distinguish, from among all

of the multiple different aspects of the innova-
tion, what is really creating the benefit.

Until you have figured out how to adapt an
innovation—whether this is a new public
policy, a new procurement system, or a new
motivational strategy—to a new situation, and
then actually done it, you do not really under-
stand what the innovation truly is. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  or of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  rform  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently for the
California Air Resources Board and Miami-
Dade County.

Would-be replicators need to
specify the core idea of the
innovation—to determine
what features of the original
innovation they need to repli-
cate faithfully and what fea-
tures they should adapt to
their unique circumstances.
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On why so many public managers are:

Obsessed With “Best Practice”

If, as Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “consis-
tency is the hobgoblin of little minds,” then
“best practice” is the refuge of unimaginative
ones. Unfortunately, public managers every-
where are on a manic search for “best prac-
tice.”

Students at the John F.
Kennedy School of Govern-
ment are required to write a
second-year policy report
for a client in the public or
nonprofit sector. And what
does this client inevitably
want? You guessed it: “best
practice.” The client (pre-
sumably a seasoned public
official with significant re-
sponsibilities) asks this
young graduate student
with considerably less experience to identify
“best practice” in the official’s own field.

Do these public managers not know what
the leaders in their field are doing? Have they
not devoted research and thought to how
effectiveness is (could be and should be)
achieved in agencies with similar responsibili-
ties? Do they not go to a conference or two,
just to learn what approaches others might be
trying? Do they not read (or, at least, skim) the
management books that populate airport
bookstores? Do they not subscribe to manage-
ment magazines and executive e-zines? Have
they not analyzed the origins of their agency’s
unique challenges and examined possible
strategies for overcoming them? Why are they
so obsessed with identifying something that
someone else has labeled “best practice”?

Because, if they can discover a “best
practice”—a certifiably “best” practice—then
they can stop thinking.

If a practice is indeed “best,” managers
don’t have to worry about
why or how the practice
works. They don’t have to
worry about whether the
practice will prove effective
in their specific organiza-
tion with its distinctive
problems and particular
social, economic, and politi-
cal circumstances. Some-
one else has wrestled with
all of the puzzling specifics,
thus insuring that the prac-
tice is universally applica-
ble. Managers who adopt a

best practice don’t have to worry about the
usual (though inevitably exasperating) details
of implementation. After all, the practice is a
“best” one. Everyone recognizes that.

Furthermore, once they have identified a
“best practice,” public managers don’t have to
explain it to others. They need not justify their
new practice to colleagues, superiors, or
overseers (from legislators, to journalists, to
citizens). All they need do is announce that
they have implemented “best practice.” Every-
one will be duly impressed.

In adopting a “best practice,” public man-
agers conveniently avoid the hard work of
figuring out whether this practice will do
something that their organization needs done.
The practice is the “best” one—or at least a
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“best” one—they can confidently assure both
themselves and others.

Everyone will agree. Who will challenge the
unnamed management gurus who have war-
ranted the practice as “best”? Who is willing to
look foolish by claiming that something else
might be better—not that it is guaranteed to
be better, just that it might be better?

You, of course, have heard of it: The
International Center for Best Practice. It has
charters from the United Nations and the
World Bank, and is stocked
with Nobel laureates in man-
agement. Once a year, they
convene in Zurich, Singa-
pore, or Capetown to choose
a few, select practices to be
officially authenticated as a
“Best Practice.” If the head of
a public agency can find one
of these practices and imple-
ment it throughout his or
her organization, no one can
dispute that he or she is not
an au courant public executive.

Yet, regardless of who has accredited a
practice as best, before implementing it, the
public manager needs to answer two ques-
tions. Whether a practice is a narrow adminis-
trative system or an innovative leadership
strategy—whether the practice is “best,”
“better,” simply “good,” or purely experimental
—the manager needs to be able to answer the
“why?” question and the “how?” question.

Why? Why are we implementing this prac-
tice? What vital (or merely helpful) purposes
will we achieve by implementing this practice?
What will the practice accomplish? Manage-
ment practices are not abstract cure-alls—
organizational patent medicines that will
remedy all kinds of organizational afflictions
from dysfunctional legislation to conflicting
stakeholder pressures. Implementing any
managerial practice—good, better, or best
—makes sense only if the practice will, some-
how, help resolve one or more of the problems
that prevent our organization from achieving
our mission.

How? How will this specific practice help to
resolve our particular problems? What is our
cause-and-effect theory? How does this prac-
tice work in general—in the ideal case? And
how must this practice be adapted to work in
our particular circumstances to help our
agency accomplish its public purposes?

The search for “best practice” is the early
twenty-first century’s equivalent of the early
twentieth century’s search for the “one best
way.” The language is a little less absolute. It
isn’t the one best way. It is merely a best prac-

tice (modified by a distinctly
indefinite article).

This is the beauty of the
search for best practice.
There can be many best
practices—maybe even thou-
sands of them. Consequent-
ly, managers need not be
very discriminating. They
can choose from a long
menu of best practices, with-
out worrying about whether

it will provide some operational nutrition or
merely create institutional heartburn. Each
manager can select from the menu of best
practices something that he or she finds
personally appetizing.

For too many public managers, the search
for “best practice” has become a substitute for
thinking. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e a  u  th  or of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  rform  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently for the
California Air Resources Board and Miami-
Dade County.

The International Center for
Best Practice, with charters
from the United Nations and
the World Bank, is stocked
with Nobel laureates in man-
agement who convene once a
year to certify a few, select
“Best Practices.”
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On how we all know that:

Frederick Winslow Taylor Lives

On March 21, 1915, Frederick Winslow
Taylor died. Honest. As James Thurber ob-
served, “You could look it up.”

And yet, Fred Taylor lives. He lives through
the ideas that he developed
and championed. For Fred
Taylor was the inventor of
scientific management.

Today, no one believes
in scientific management.
Would any self-respecting
manager from the private,
public, or non-profit sectors
confess to being a disciple
of scientific management?
Of course not.

After all, in the world of
scientific management, employees are au-
tomatons—robots who can and should be
directed to do their work in precise, pre-deter-
mined ways. Top management decides how
the work is to be done. With their stop-
watches, their charts, and, of course, some
help from a consultant or two, these managers
figure out—scientifically, very scientifically—
what the best way is to do every individual job.
Indeed, they don’t merely figure out the best
way; they figure out the “one best way.”

Scientific management is built on the
premise that there is, indeed, one best way
(and a lot of not-at-all-best ways) to do every
task. And because the managers are smarter
than the workers—why else would they be the
managers?—it is their responsibility to dis-
cover, codify, and implement this one best

way. Then, it is the responsibility of the work-
ers to follow management’s instructions metic-
ulously. 

It is this obsession with the fastidious
implementation of the one
best way that gives scien-
tific management a bad
name. It is what makes sci-
entific management so con-
trolling, so meddling, so
dictatorial. Scientific man-
agers are micromanagers.
And today, you can’t say
anything more damning
about a manager than to
accuse him or her of being
a “micromanager.”

Today’s managers are
too enlightened to be caught micromanaging.
They don’t control their employees; they em-
power them. They don’t impose detailed in-
structions; they offer guidance. They don’t
measure their employees’ efficiency with stop-
watches; they measure each team’s contribu-
tion to accomplishing the organization’s mis-
sion. They don’t create procedural rules to be
followed; they create performance targets to be
achieved. Today’s managers believe that each
of their employees should help advance their
organization’s vision. Scientific management is
dead; humanistic management lives.

Several years ago, a visitor from New
Zealand set out to learn about the different
leadership strategies employed in the United
States by managers in all three sectors. She
compiled a list of managers with whom her
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American colleagues thought she should talk,
and set out to interview them.

She returned from her interviews having
discovered something quite surprising. Ameri-
can leaders didn’t employ different leadership
strategies. They used only one strategy: the
empowerment strategy. Every “leader” with
whom she spoke confessed to being an em-
powerment manager.

Yes: In the United States, scientific man-
agement is out. Empowerment management is
in. Yet, if you had talked to
the subordinates of some of
these self-professed empow-
erment managers (as I had)
you would have heard a dif-
ferent story. Some of these
empowerment managers
were not quite as empower-
ing as they would like others
to believe.

All managers want to be
known as empowering be-
cause—they know—this is how managers
today are supposed to behave. Managers don’t
run around with stopwatches. And they don’t
hire consultants to run around with
stopwatches. Or, if they do, they make sure
that their consultants keep their stopwatches
well hidden. If you are caught using a
stopwatch, everyone will know that you cannot
be an empowerment manager.

Yet, look around. Look not at how the
managers of public agencies describe their
leadership style. Instead, watch how they
actually manage. And you will discover a lot of
managers who are employing The Principles of
Scientific Management. They won’t have read
Fred Taylor’s book. They won’t even know that
Fred Taylor wrote a book. They probably won’t
even know that Fred Taylor existed. But that
does not mean that they will have escaped the
magnetism of his “principles.”

For example, Taylor wrote: “all of the
planning which under the old system was

done by the workman, as a result of his per-
sonal experience, must of necessity under the
new system be done by the management.”
Moreover, he continued, “it is also clear that in
most cases one type of man is needed to plan
ahead and an entirely different type to execute
the work.” Do you know any managers who,
even though they would never use these
words, behave precisely as Taylor instructed?

At the very end of The General Theory of
Employment, Interest and Money, John
Maynard Keynes wrote: “the ideas of econo-

mists and political philoso-
phers, both when they are
right and when they are
wrong, are more powerful
than is commonly under-
stood. Indeed the world is
ruled by little else. Practical
men, who believe themselves
to be quite exempt from any
intellectual influences, are
usually the slaves of some
defunct economist.”

Today’s most practical of all men and
women—those who manage large private and
public enterprises—are certainly vulnerable to
this belief—that they are indeed immune to all
intellectual influences. Nevertheless, they are
Fred Taylor’s slaves.

Fred Taylor is dead. . . . Long lives Fred
Taylor. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  o  r o  f Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et U  p Pe  rf  ormance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's Kennedy School of Government.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  rform  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently for the
California Air Resources Board.

Managers want to be known
as empowering because this
is how managers today are
supposed to behave.  Some of
these empowerment manag-
ers are not, however, quite as
empowering as they would
like others to believe.
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On the universal:

Limitation of Systems

Government runs on systems. It has finan-
cial systems, personnel systems, budgetary
systems, and procurement systems. Before
government can do anything, it first has to
create a system for doing it.

A system is a universal,
government-wide set of re-
quirements designed to
force or persuade people to
do some things and not to
do other things. Such a
government system typi-
cally has four components.

Component #1 is the
rules specifying what people
should do and not do, in-
cluding the laws enacted by
the legislature and the reg-
ulations established by an overhead agency.

Component #2 is the documentation that
an agency must produce to demonstrate that
it has complied with the laws and regulations.
Such documentation consists of both the
ongoing paperwork that it produces as it does
various tasks (such as spend money or let a
contract) and an annual report.

Component #3 is the auditing of this docu-
mentation by independent individuals such as
accountants and inspectors general who are
officially charged with checking to ensure that
the documentation exists and is an accurate
reflection of reality.

Component #4 is the consequences—
usually the consequences for failing to follow

rules. These may be formal sanctions created
by government itself, or informal reputational
repercussions imposed by outsiders such as
journalists and watchdog groups.

Such bureaucratic sys-
tems have proven quite
useful in preventing people
from doing bad things.
They are much less effec-
tive, however, in getting
people to do good things.

Government-wide sys-
tems can, for example, pre-
vent public employees from
stealing money, from using
funds for unappropriated
purposes, from hiring their
cousins, and from awarding

contracts to their friends. This is because
society can agree in general what people
should not do—and this consensus does not
depend upon the particulars of the situation.
(There is no situation in which citizens think
public employees can steal public money.  And
if they want to hire their cousins, they need to
document how they followed the rules.) This
agreement makes it possible to specify the
actions that we want to prohibit in clear,
unambiguous language and, thus, to create a
system to inhibit such actions and to catch
those who are uninhibited.

If the rules are spelled out clearly, if the
documentation provides an adequate paper
trail, if the auditing is sufficiently thorough,
and if the consequences are severe enough,
such systems can, indeed, prevent much bad
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behavior. They will not thwart every individual
who contemplates violating the rules. They will
not uncover every effort of ingenious people to
sneak something through. Still, good systems
can deter most people from doing bad things
and catch most of those who try.

If traditional systems can prevent the bad,
why can’t they require the good? Why can’t
systems get public employees to plan cre-
atively, to inspire subordinates, to work coop-
eratively with peers, to treat citizens with
respect, or to do all of those other wonderful
things that would make
government’s work effective,
efficient, and valuable?

Because we cannot cre-
ate rules that adequately
specify the positive things
that we want public employ-
ees to do. First, we do not
always agree on what are the
good things that they should
do. Second, if we do agree,
we find it very difficult to
define in a rule precisely what these are.
Sometimes we cannot specify the good things
that we want all public officials to do in all
circumstances; other times, we cannot specify
the different circumstances that require differ-
ent kinds of good things. For example, what,
precisely, are the customer-friendly actions
(besides smile) that we want all public employ-
ees to take in all circumstances?

Sure government systems can require
people to do things that—if done intelligently
and subtly—might contribute to something
good. For example, government could estab-
lish a rule requiring public agencies to pro-
duce creative strategic plans or to set meaning-
ful performance targets. Certainly, if an
agency’s leadership did these things with
diligence and imagination, they could have a
positive impact. But such good things won’t
happen because they followed some rule.

Because it is difficult to specify with a rule
how creative a strategic plan should be or how

meaningful a performance target has to be,
the auditor has no standard with which to
judge compliance. The second, third, and
fourth components of a bureaucratic system
can work only if the rules created by the first
component are both unambiguous and con-
nected directly to the real underlying purposes
of the rule.

Bureaucratic systems are designed to be
the organizational engines of government. You
set them up, you push the start button, and
the systems do the work. Of course, an effec-

tive engine requires a good
design. Otherwise, friction
will consume the energy and
prevent the engine from do-
ing much work. The same
applies to bureaucratic sys-
tems, with the friction com-
ing from human resistance.

That is why bureaucratic
systems need more than
rules. The documentation,
auditing, and consequences

are necessary to overcome the human resis-
tance. Indeed, when the system is designed to
prevent people from doing bad things, these
three additional components can prove pow-
erful enough to overcome the friction.

When a system is designed to get people to
do good things, however, these three extra
components are not as effective. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  o  r o  f Performance
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grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
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Bureaucratic systems have
proven quite useful in pre-
venting people from doing
bad things. But such sys-
tems, which are based on
easily specified rules, are
much less effective in getting
people to do good things.
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On why public managers need to:

Learn from Dissimilar Situations

The Japanese are again learning manage-
ment from an American.  In the late 1940s,
that American was W. Edwards Deming who
taught Japanese firms how to use his quality
principles to manage manufacturing processes
by using statistical quality
control. One result was the
world-wide success of Toy-
ota and other Japanese au-
tomobile firms.

Now the American is
Bobby Valentine who led
the Chiba Lotte Marines
—think of them as the Mil-
waukee Brewers of Japa-
nese baseball—to their first
championship in over 30
years. Valentine did this by
—are you ready for this bit
of management wisdom?—not being abusive.
And, in Japanese management, this means
both psychological and physical abuse.

In Japan, a common practice—both in
baseball and in business—is to berate failing
subordinates harshly and publicly. So natu-
rally, when Valentine took over as the Marines’
manager two years ago, many Japanese
doubted whether his style would work in their
country. Valentine didn’t censure his players
for small errors; instead, he tried to build their
self-confidence. He didn’t employ the Japa-
nese practice of “reeducation”—forcing em-
ployees who have made even minor mistakes
to engage in numerous menial chores until,
sufficiently humiliated, they have learned the
errors of their ways. Instead, he praised them
in public and reproached them only in private.

Bobby Valentine has never been the most
beloved person in American baseball. He
hardly would have been described as a man-
ager who focused on building up his players
self-esteem. Yet, in Japan, he is revered for his

gentler style—gentler, at
least, compared with the
traditional approach.

And just as some Japa-
nese managers were willing
to learn from Deming, so
some seem to be willing to
learn from Valentine. The
president of Nippon Metal
has suggested that Japa-
nese businesses should
begin “treating our employ-
ees in the same way that
Bobby does.”

This suggestion that the managers of
Japanese corporations could learn something
from an American baseball manager is star-
tling. After all, most managers are so caught
up in the uniqueness of their organization and
its environment that they conclude they sim-
ply cannot learn anything from anyone who is
operating in different circumstances.

As Tony Bovaird and Elkie Löffler of Gover-
nance International in the United Kingdom
observe, too many managers believe that “we
can only learn from places that are just like
us.” From their efforts to convince local au-
thorities in the U.K. to adapt innovations
employed elsewhere in Europe, they have
found that “people are astonished at the idea
that much interesting happens anywhere else
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and even more surprised at the idea that ‘we’
could learn from ‘them.’”

Bovaird and Löffler’s favorite excuses for
this refusal to learn from “them” include:
“Things are very different there . . . they don’t
have our financial problems . . . staff problems
. . . social problems . . . legal context . . . difficult
members of the public . . . difficult chief officers
. . . difficult politicians.” Many public manag-
ers, they continue, believe that “nothing new
works and, if it works somewhere else, it must
be because they are weird!”

This is, of course, a bril-
liantly convenient excuse. If
an innovation depends upon
the weirdness of the circum-
stances or the people, then
they can’t be just like us. So
why bother even trying to
learn from “them.”  Whatever
they might be doing would
never work for us.

Yet, Bovaird and Löffler’s
experience suggests that “only the comparison
with different organizations yields new in-
sights.” In fact, they continue, “comparison
with similar organizations typically doesn’t
help at all in identifying radical innovations.”

Moreover, when looking to learn from
different organizations, public managers need
to search not only across other geographical
jurisdictions; they might also search across
other eras. Henry Petroski of Duke Univer-
sity’s School of Engineering has written nu-
merous books about civil engineering design.
In many, he devotes each chapter to a specific
engineering case—for instance, the twin sky-
scrapers of the Petronas Towers in Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia. In his search for lessons
about contemporary engineering design,
however, Petroski doesn’t just employ modern
examples. In his book Design Paradigms,
Petroski goes back to the time of Galileo, back
to the time of the Romans.

“There is no obsolescence in individual
case studies that reveal flaws in the logic or
practice of design,” writes Petroski in To Engi-

neer is Human. “Indeed, the more distant the
case study in time, the more objective our
analysis can be.”

Yes:  Learning requires objective analysis.
To learn, managers need the ability to look
beyond the specifics of the situation to under-
stand the underlying principles—principles
that can be adapted and employed in a variety
of circumstances.

This is why learning is always hard work.
To learn, you have to separate out the core

idea from the clutter of devi-
ant personalities, strange
organizations, and peculiar
politics. What, exactly, is the
innovation? What exactly
caused what? What from this
case can be adapted and
applied in other—perhaps
not even similar—circum-
stances?

Moreover, because no
two organizational situations

are identical, this learning must come from
places that are clearly not “just like us.”

In the U.S., manufacturing firms figured
out that they could learn from Toyota. Now, in
an attempt to improve the health care that
they provide, American hospitals, including
Virginia Mason Medical Center in Seattle and
Allegheny General Hospital in Pittsburgh, are
also adopting some of Toyota’s management
principles. How weird is that? d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  or of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance an  d a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  rform  an  c  e  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

No two organizational circum-
stances are identical. Thus,
all learning must come from
dissimilar situations, which
requires the ability to look
beyond the specifics of a situ-
ation to understand the un-
derlying principles.
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On the operational and political challenge of answering:

The Ubiquitous How? Question

This month, at spring training in Fort
Myers, Florida, Josh Bard is trying to catch
Tim Wakefield.

In eleven years with the Boston Red Sox,
Wakefield has proven to be
a very durable pitcher. At
39, when most of his con-
temporaries have long since
retired, Wakefield is still a
top major-league pitcher.
Last year, he started 33
games, pitched 225 innings,
and compiled a record of 16
wins and 12 losses. In 13
seasons, he has pitched
2,292 innings. Not bad for a
guy who long ago lost the
speed on his fastball.

While most big-name pitchers throw a
fastball that exceeds 90 miles per hour,
Wakefield’s pitches are consistently in the
high 60s. Yet last year he struck out 151
batters. How did he do that?

The answer is that Wakefield throws a
knuckleball. He doesn’t rely on speed to get
the ball past the batter. He relies on flutter.
Wakefield’s pitch doesn’t follow a normal
trajectory as would be predicted by Newton’s
laws of motion (or even by the Magnus effect,
which accounts for the curve in a curve-ball).
As his pitch comes in towards the batter, it
dances. The batter simply has no idea where
the ball is going—where it will be just a split
second later. The complex dynamics created
by the interaction between the stitches on a
barely rotating ball and the currents in the air

mean that even Wakefield himself doesn’t
know precisely where his pitch is going.

Neither does his catcher.

Thus, in a spring train-
ing game—the first game in
which he had ever caught a
knuckle-ball pitcher—Josh
Bard had a lot of problems.
He couldn’t catch many of
Wakefield’s pitches, which,
he confessed, made him
“look silly.”

So Bard got some advice
from the umpire standing
behind him. Fieldin Cul-
breth, told Bard sagely:
“Just catch it.”

Culbreth, however, didn’t tell Bard how.

Not that we should be surprised. Culbreth
had never caught a knuckleball either. In fact,
he had never even tried.

In public management—as in baseball
—the challenge is sometimes to figure out
what to do. Should the batter bunt or swing
away? Should the infield try to turn a double
play or just get the sure out? These are ques-
tions of strategy. But even after the strategy
decisions have been made, there still remains
the simple, often baffling, one-word question
of execution: “How?”

In public management—as in baseball
—the individuals who must actually get the
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job done are constantly confronted with the
ubiquitous How? question.

The legislature or the political executives
usually decide on the what. They then leave it
to the agency managers to figure out how.

The legislature may decide that the schools
need to improve students’ mathematical skills.
The parliament may decide that the Health
Ministry needs to reduce infant mortality. Who
can object to either? Who can complain about
improving mathematical competence or help-
ing children live?

But setting forth such
general aspirations is not
enough. Principals and
teachers still need to figure
out exactly what kinds of
pedagogical methods work
best with what students.
And the Ministry’s infant
health branch and field staff
have to figure out not only
what is causing high infant
mortality in what regions but also what ac-
tions will negate or mitigate these causes.

Moreover, there are numerous stakeholder
groups that believe that their cherished ap-
proach is just what every child needs to get
better at math or just what every mother
should do to ensure her children’s survival.
Thus, in answering the how? question, the
managers need not only to figure out what
might work best in what circumstances. They
also have to cope with the well-meaning and
usually persistent (if not imperious) advice
from individuals and organizations who al-
ready “know” the answer.

A wag once observed that NASA’s 1960s
task of landing a man on the moon was simple
because no stakeholder groups insisted that
this man land in their cherished crater.

For most public managers, however,
answering the How? question is both an
operational and a political challenge. 

Operationally, answering the How? ques-
tion might appear relatively straightforward.
Top management asks a few analytical wonks
to evaluate the alternatives using the available
evidence. Unfortunately, for most public-policy
objectives, whether it is increasing math skills
or reducing infant mortality, the evidence for
most of the available operational approaches
is ambiguous, contradictory, or both. Thus,
the managers must choose amongst unproven
options backed by uncertain evidence.

Unfortunately, this doubles the political
challenge. Not only are there
competing answers to the
operational How? question.
Each of these competing an-
swers is supported by its
own collection of dedicated
and energetic stakeholders. 

Thus, public managers
not only have to answer the
How? question. They also
have to explain their choice.
Being able to produce results

helps; nevertheless, the advocates of other
strategies will still argue that their approach is
even better. Thus, along with the necessity of
answering the How? question, public manag-
ers need to explain their rationale to citizens.

Josh Bard has it easy. If he can catch
Wakefield’s knuckleball, no fans will demand
that he choose their cherished method. d
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For public managers, an-
swering the How? question is
an operational and a political
challenge. To achieve a public
purpose, they need to figure
out what might work best in
what situations. And they
have to explain their choice.
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On the reason why:

Stovepipe Bureaucracies Live

Bureaucracies are out; networks are in.
Stovepipes are out; collaboration is in. Just
read any recent book on the future of govern-
ment. It will inform you of the demise of stove-
pipe bureaucracies and the new imperative of
collaborative networks.

Moreover, such books
will offer a variety of exam-
ples—of innovative leaders
who created an effective
network; of a clutch of col-
laborators who molded a
collection of once antago-
nistic individuals into a
high-performing team.

Of course, these stories
could have been written ten
or a hundred years ago.
Collaborative networks are not a twenty-first-
or even a twentieth-century invention. Fami-
lies and tribes relied upon them—even before
we humans invented formal organizations.
Now, however, a century after Max Weber told
us of the wonders of bureaucracies, we are
plagued by the rigidities of stovepipes and
thus have become captivated by the new
wonders of collaboration.

In his book on Paul Revere’s Ride, David
Hackett Fischer reports that, in Boston during
the American Revolution, the British and the
Americans organized the task of gathering
intelligence in very different ways—each with
its advantages and deficiencies. 

“The British system was created and con-
trolled from the top down,” writes Fischer. “It

centered very much on General [Thomas] Gage
himself.” Gage was both the Royal Governor of
Massachusetts and commander in chief of the
British army, which collected information in
response to their boss’s questions. Fischer

observes that this system
had both strengths and
weaknesses. It focused re-
sources on the boss’s ques-
tions, though Gage “was
often told the answer that
he wished to hear. Worse,
the questions that he did
not think to ask were never
answered at all.”

In contrast, Revere and
his friends organized their
system “from the bottom
up.” Individuals and groups

self selected to collect intelligence. “These
efforts were coordinated through an open,
disorderly network of congresses and commit-
tees, but no central authority controlled this
activity.” Fischer emphasizes that “no one was
in charge.” This system too had pluses and
minuses. It was “highly inefficient,” reports
Fischer, but was also “a source of energy,
initiative, and intellectual strength.”

Yet, to read today’s management literature,
you would think that we have just discovered
networks—let alone gotten an appreciation of
the relative advantages and disadvantages of
hierarchies and networks.

Moreover, the choice about organizational
arrangements isn’t inflexibly binary. We are
not required to choose between perfect hierar-

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport


Bob Behn's Public Management Report February 2006

Stovepipe Bureaucracies Live  (continued) page 2

To subscribe or unsubscribe sen  d an e-m  ail to: Th  eBehnR  eport@  ksg.harvard.edu.  It’s free!

chies and pure networks. We can have a
mixture. Indeed, most hierarchical bureaucra-
cies are also networks. Yes, the hierarchy does
establish formal lines of communication and
authority and create formal responsibilities for
each individual within the bureaucracy. But
any bureaucracy that accomplishes anything
contains multiple, functioning, informal net-
works. For a bureaucracy to do anything of
significance, it needs collaboration across its
own internal boundaries. The hierarchy pro-
vides the organizational framework within
which networks are formed and collaboration
happens.

So why doesn’t govern-
ment just eliminate stove-
pipe bureaucracies and cre-
ate collaborative networks?
Why not eliminate this orga-
nizational middleman? If we
observe that the real work in
any effective organization
gets done through networks
and collaboration, why not
start by simply creating col-
laborative networks to do the work?

Answer: Because legislators love bureau-
cratic stovepipes. Legislators have very specific
ideas about what government should do. And,
to ensure that these tasks get done, they
assign each one to a specific, bureaucratic
stovepipe. This fixed, formal organizational
arrangement provides legislators with the
ability to make a specific assignment to a
specific unit. And, having made such an
assignment, legislators then know whom to
ask for an account of progress on the assign-
ment. Finally, if the results are not achieved,
the legislators know whom to punish.

Legislators, of course, rail against the
rigidities of bureaucracies as much as anyone.
They love to tell horror stories—particularly
during televised hearings—about a public
agency that failed to help some citizen because
two stovepipes couldn’t talk with each other.

But who created these stovepipe struc-
tures? The bureaucrats? Of course not. Nor
did the bureaucracies stream full-formed from

some underground spring buried beneath the
capitol building or city hall. The bureaucracies
were created by legislation—by legislators. If
legislators wanted to get rid of these bureau-
cracies, they could. But they don’t.

How would a legislator give an assignment
to a network? How would a legislator ask a
collaborative for an account of what it has
accomplished? And whom, within a collabora-
tive network, would a legislator punish for
some kind of performance failure?

Government’s stovepipe
bureaucracies are not going
away. They are not going
away because they help
legislators—and managers—
do their job. We need to ac-
cept that bureaucracies have
many organizational char-
acteristics that, for many
purposes, are very useful. At
the same time, we need to
recognize that, within these
formal, hierarchical struc-

tures, much of the work will be done by net-
works and collaboratives.

Thus, we should turn our attention to the
challenge of building effective networks within
bureaucracies. We should develop strategies
for creating collaborations across stovepipe
boundaries. We should concentrate our atten-
tion on how to make these different—and
seemingly contradictory—organizational ar-
rangements function well together. d
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Government’s bureaucracies
are not going away. We need
to accept that within such
formal structures, networks
and collaboratives will do
much of the work and build
effective relationships across
stovepipe boundaries.
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On why government should: 

End Annual Personnel Appraisals

Most organizations—private, public, and
nonprofit—engage in the annual ritual of
performance appraisal. Yet, few believe that it
accomplishes very much. At least as it is
traditionally practiced, this annual personnel
review gives neither the in-
dividual being evaluated
nor others in management
much new information of
real value about what this
individual has truly contrib-
uted or what the individual
should do to improve. Ev-
eryone just wants to get the
unpleasant and unproduc-
tive activity over with so
that they can concentrate
on the task of achieving
their agency’s real mission.

The annual performance review is, how-
ever, more than a mere waste of valuable time.
It is actually bad. It has one significant and
pernicious effect. For the annual personnel
appraisal undermines the ability of a public
agency to deal with a potentially serious prob-
lem: eliminating the truly bad performer.

Consider the task of filling out the annual
performance-appraisal form from the perspec-
tive of the manager. The manager knows—
just as everyone else in the organization
knows—that Robert is a really obnoxious goof-
off. (Let’s call him or her Robert, not because
I hate the Roberts of the world but simply
because I need a name.)

Robert doesn’t do any work. Indeed, Robert
flaunts his ability to get away with doing no

work. Moreover, Robert also knows the rules,
and he is willing and able to use them. Maybe
someone once tried to get rid of Robert only to
lose one of the many appeals. Maybe no one
ever tried. Still, everyone “knows” that Robert

is untouchable. It makes
little difference how much
of this is fact and how
much is fiction. The legend
affects managerial behavior
throughout the agency.

Moreover, in most orga-
nizations, the advocates of
the performance-appraisal
process are being less than
truthful when they claim
that the task of getting rid
of Robert is not a big prob-
lem. For when faced with

an obnoxious goof-off, the manager has only
two real choices: (1) Launch an all-out at-
tack—using the full powers (and convoluted
rules) of the personnel system to get Robert
fired. (2) Shrug off the problem, fill out Rob-
ert’s annual performance appraisal form with
the usual collection of “meets expectations”
—or whatever passes for “satisfactory” in that
jurisdiction’s hierarchy of evaluative la-
bels—combined with maybe one “needs to
improve.” Then get back to the big problems.

To Robert’s manager, nothing in between
makes any sense. Either the manager decides
to get rid of Robert—understanding fully how
time consuming and emotionally costly this
will be. Or the manager decides that other
problems are more important. Like every
human, Robert’s manager has only 168 hours
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in a week. And the number of problems that
any public manager faces can easily absorb all
168. Thus, every intelligent manager chooses
to concentrate on just a few really important
and winnable problems, while ignoring all the
others—some that are big but not quite as big;
others that are simply not winnable. Conse-
quently, year after year, Robert accumulates a
long string of “meets expectations.”

Thus, when a new manager comes along
and decides that Robert is one of the really
important problems, Robert’s personnel file is
completely useless. Indeed,
it is worse than useless. Rob-
ert’s personnel file actually
prevents the new manager
from getting rid of Robert.
This fight, the new manager
concludes, is not winnable.

So, here is a really radi-
cal proposal: If you want to
get rid of the obnoxious goof-
offs in government, you first
have to get rid of the annual
performance appraisal. You read that cor-
rectly: Abolish the yearly personnel review.

For if there were no annual reviews, there
would be nothing in Robert’s file. Thus, a new
manager who decides that Robert must go can
start building the case from sea level rather
than from the bottom of the Mariana Trench.

I can hear the screams now: “How can you
abandon this valuable management tool?” Yet,
if this tool is so damn valuable, how come it
doesn’t help get rid of the Roberts?

Now the screams are getting louder: “Be-
cause public managers are too dumb, lazy,
and incompetent to use it right.” But wait. Are
the defenders of this scared, annual ritual
really calling the vast majority of government
managers “dumb, lazy, and incompetent.” Can
all of these managers really be that inept?

Or is the current system the problem?
Does the process of requiring an annual evalu-
ation force even the most conscientious public
manager to make a rational, time-allocation

decision and put a “satisfactory” in the file of
even the poorest-performing employee? 

Maybe—just maybe—public managers are
neither dumb nor lazy nor incompetent.
Maybe they take an intelligent and careful
look at their many challenges. And although
Robert may surface at the top of their list of
significant problems, a quick look in Robert’s
personnel file suggests that this one is simply
not winnable. Thus, when the manager cre-
ates a list of key priorities, getting rid of Rob-
ert doesn’t make the cut.

This is not a theoretical
claim; it is an empirical ob-
servation. The tool, the evi-
dence reveals, is not useful.

Suppose, however, that
Robert’s file was empty. After
all, if there is no annual per-
formance review, Robert’s
managers need not put any-
thing in his file. Conse-
quently, his file need not

contain even the most insipid compliment. At
any time, a manager can put a commendation
or a reprimand in any employee’s file. Indeed,
the new system would encourage both. Still,
given the natural propensity of humans, most
managers will insert more accolades than
rebukes.

If an annual performance appraisal were
not required, an empty file would itself be
damning evidence of incompetence. d
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The annual performance re-
view is more than a waste of
valuable time. It is actually
bad. It has some significant
and pernicious effects. So
here is a really radical pro-
posal:  Get rid of the annual
personnel appraisal.
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On why public managers need to: 

Fix the Dissatisfiers First

Why are citizens unhappy with govern-
ment? There are a wide variety of possible
reasons: Government policy is wrong (which
may suggest that it’s not my policy). Govern-
ment is spending money on the wrong things
(which may suggest that it’s
not spending it on my
things). Government is
spending too much money
(which may suggest that it’s
spending it on too many
things that aren’t mine).
Government is wasting
money (which may suggest
that I want government to
spend the money only in
very circumscribed ways).
Government is stealing
money (which may suggest
that I forgot that I voted for
the wrong people).

There exist numerous reasons why citizens
are unhappy with government—from the
ideological to the practical to the forgetful.

Still, there can be one more reason why
citizens are unhappy with government: They
see private organizations doing some things
well—making the lines at a service counter
work smoothly; dealing with people courte-
ously—and ask, “Why can’t government work
like that?” 

Now, obviously, not every business has
made every encounter with every customer an
easy, pleasant, and productive experience.
When I complained to an agent of British
Airways why I had been unable to reserve a

seat as I can do on most other airlines, the
response was quite telling. “You have to think
of us as a large government.” In that sentence,
the agent was saying two quite distinct things.
First: we are a very large organization, with all

of the well-known problems
that come with being a
large organization. Second:
to understand the charac-
ter of these large-organiza-
tion problems, just look at
government.

In fact, not all of the
public sector’s managerial
challenges reflect the
uniqueness of government.
Many exist simply because
public agencies tend to be
large; they possess all of

the managerial problems that confront any
large organization. Thus, the managers of any
public agency need to distinguish between
these two types of problems: those that are
unique to government, and those that are
common to all large organizations.

Moreover, before trying to solve all of the
problems that are unique to government, the
management team of an agency may want to
attack those problems that are common to
large organizations. After all, some (though
certainly not all) corporations have remedied
these large-organization problems. For any
large-organization problem, there exists one or
several businesses that have solved it—or, at
least, found a way to mitigate it. They have
developed both the needed concepts and the
accompanying technology. Why not borrow it?
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The classic case is the division of motor
vehicles, the organization that issues both
driver and vehicle licenses. This agency’s
mission is to protect the safety of drivers,
passengers, cyclists, and pedestrians. That’s
why government tests the drivers and vehicles.
The agency cannot prevent every accident. But
if it adopts regulations that intelligently codify
the legislation, and if it implements these
regulations effectively, the motor vehicle
agency can help to improve safety.

But when citizens come into contact with
this agency, they are not
thinking about public-policy
impacts—about how govern-
ment is enhancing safety.
Rather, they have two, very
personal concerns. How long
must I wait? And, what will
my picture look like?

These two personal wor-
ries have nothing to do with
safety. But they have every-
thing to do with citizen per-
ception of government. If the line takes for-
ever, or if the picture looks like a mug shot,
the citizen will be unhappy.

It will not make any difference how much
safety has improved. If citizens think that the
lines are too long or the pictures too ugly, they
will be dissatisfied with this agency in particu-
lar and thus with government in general.

The leaders of public agencies are driven
by the desire to have an impact.  They aspire
to achieve their agency’s mission—and to have
citizens recognize these accomplishments.
Yet, before public managers can convince
citizens that their agency and their govern-
ment is actually doing a good (let alone excel-
lent) job, they have to fix the dissatisfiers.

In 1968, Frederick Herzberg wrote a clas-
sic article for the Harvard Business Review:
“One More Time: How Do You Motivate Em-
ployees.” Nearly four decades later, it is still
HBR’s best-selling reprint. In this article,
Herzberg made a clear distinction between the
factors that satisfy and motivate people and

those that dissatisfy and thus demotivate
them. Moreover, Herzberg emphasized, the
dissatisfiers that can demotivate people can-
not necessarily be used to motivate them.

A classic dissatisfier is working conditions.
If such conditions are poor, employees will be
dissatisfied and thus demotivated.  But, cau-
tions Herzberg, when managers improve
working conditions—when they eliminate this
dissatisfier—they should not think that they
will have motivated anyone.

Rather, all management
has done is erased a problem
—a nasty sore point with the
employees. Still, fixing the
dissatisfiers does give man-
agement a chance to employ
one of the satisfiers, such as
responsibility or recognition,
to actually motivate people.

Similarly, at the division
of motor vehicles, the line
and the picture are citizen

dissatisfiers. The long lines and mug-shot
pictures suggest that the agency is incompe-
tent. If citizens believe that the agency is
incapable of handling these simple, adminis-
trative tasks (that many a business has shown
can be fixed), they will not give it credit for
having any mission-oriented impact on safety.

To convince citizens that government is
doing a good job, public managers have to fix
the dissatisfiers first. d
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At the division of motor vehi-
cles, the long lines and mug-
shot pictures make citizens
unhappy. Until agency man-
agers eliminate such dissatis-
fiers, citizens will not give
them credit for any mission-
oriented impact on safety.
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On the philosophical and practical:

Resistence to Measurement

The late Peter Drucker has influenced
generations of managers with his unequivocal
admonition: “If you can't measure it, you can't
manage it.” If you want to manage your
organization—be it an automobile assembly
plant, or a child-welfare
agency—argued Drucker,
you have to be able to mea-
sure what you are doing.
And why measure perform-
ance?  Because such m  eas-
ures help managers do
many tasks from evaluating
how well the organization
has done in the past to
learning how to improve in
the future.

“But wait,” cry those
who work in child welfare.
“We don’t build automobiles. We rescue ne-
glected and abused children. We don’t work
with machines; we work with people—real
humans with all of their emotional complexity.
We don’t send children down some social-
service assembly line. We don’t tighten a fam-
ily’s psyche exactly two full turns and ship it
out into the world. Each child is unique. Each
each family is unique. Each requires a careful,
individual, professional assessment of their
underlying problems and of possible, long-
term solutions.”

This caricature reflects a common attitude
throughout government: “Our job is compli-
cated. To pursue our mission requires a sub-
tlety gained only through years of professional
experience. You can’t capture what we do with
a single number—or even with a spreadsheet

of numbers. You can’t just send in the number
crunchers to crank out a few performance
measures. It doesn’t work that way.”

Whether their mission is to protect chil-
dren, to put out fires, or to
defend the nation, many
public-sector professionals
are philosophically resis-
tant to measurement.

Underlying this direct
assault on the spread-sheet
guys who know nothing
about the agency’s mission
or operations is a second,
implicit message: “We’re
professionals. We know
what we're doing. We have
that tacit knowledge, that

sixth sense that tells us when we're doing well
and when we're not. So give us the money and
leave us alone.”

“And, oh yes. Don’t forget. Our mission is
absolutely essential to the health of society. So
next year, our budget has got to be bigger.”

For those with careers as substantive
specialists—regardless of whether their spe-
cialty is child welfare, or fire fighting, or na-
tional defense—trying to capture the complex-
ity of their business with one or several mea-
sures seems impossible and silly. In addition,
they also discern a variety of practical reasons
for not measuring performance.

The most obvious concern is that perfor-
mance measures can expose a public agency
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to criticism  . Measures establish expectations.
They provide outsiders—whether they are
supportive stakeholders, neutral observers, or
hostile critics—with a simple, clear  basis for
assessing, reproaching, or even maligning the
agency. Why hand over to anyone such potent
ammunition?

Moreover, measuring a government organi-
zation’s performance is never easy. Public
agencyies (and nonprofits too) have complex
mandates. A for-profit firm—regardless of
whether it produces automobiles, bicycles, or
cucumbers—can measure its
performance using several,
widely accepted financial
ratios, such as return on
assets. But what ratios can
capture the performance of a
public (or nonprofit) agency
charged with protecting chil-
dren from abuse and
neglect? The answer is not at
all obvious.

In business, many of the
standard financial ratios compare outputs
with inputs. For example, return on assets
compares how much net income a firm has
generated with the value of the assets it used
to generate that income. What makes this
ratio of output to input so useful is that the
output (the net income) is also the firm’s
outcome. In business, there isn’t a big debate
about whether net income is a useful measure
of whether a firm has achieved its purpose: to
earn money for its owners. The output mea-
sures the outcome.

Yes, even in business, the financial ratios
leave lingering questions. For example, in
addition to using its assets wisely to generate
significant net income this year, the firm also
needs to preserve and create assets that can
general significant income in future years.
Still, for a business firm, return on assets is a
very useful measure of its current success.

But what would be an equivalent measure
for a public agency? For the child-welfare

agency, what is the parallel to net income?
Given whatever assets the agency possessed,
how should we measure its output?

Actually, there exist numerous output
measures: number of homes visited; number
of children removed from abusive or neglectful
families; number of children returned to
rehabilitated families; number of children
moved to adoption.

None of these measures is perfect. All are
output measures, and none connect precisely

to the mission: ensuring that
children can thrive in safe,
healthy and caring families.
Moreover, using outputs to
measure the performance of
an agency or an individual
can drive public employees
to maximize the outputs
while ignoring the outcomes.

For any public agency,
every performance measure
can raise both philosophical

and practical problems.  Still, in all three sec-
tors—private, nonprofit, and public—manag-
ers who seek to improve performance find it
necessary to measure it. Even if they have
never heard of Peter Drucker, they figure out
that they cannot manage unless they engage
in the mundane yet complicated task of
measuring—somehow—what their organiza-
tion is doing. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  o  r o  f Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et U  p Pe  rf  ormance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t Pe  rform  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

Measuring a government organi-

zation’s performance is never

easy. What ratios would cap-

ture the performance of a pub-
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ing children from abuse and
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all obvious.
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On government’s compelling need for: 

Managerial Competence

Nearly two decades ago, Don Feder, a
syndicated columnist, suggested that “we
should be eternally grateful that government
is stupid and bungling.” Indeed, Feder re-
marked: “I want a government that’s disorga-
nized, lethargic, and low-
performing.” A year later,
Doug Bandow, a senior fel-
low at the Cato Institute,
echoed these thoughts: “We
shouldn’t want a proficient
public sector.”

Not that everyone shar-
ed this desire for govern-
ment to be completely bun-
gling. For example, Terry
Culler, a former associate
director of the U.S. Office of
Personnel Management,
argued that the federal government “should be
content to hire competent people, [but] not the
best and most talented people.” Culler empha-
sized that he was “not calling for government
employee mediocrity, but for government
employee sufficiency.”

Of course, such suggestions that govern-
ment ought to be low-performing or merely
sufficient did not originate in the 1980s. In his
first annual message to Congress, President
Andrew Jackson declared: "The duties of all
public officers are, or admit to being made, so
plain and simple that men of intelligence may
readily qualify themselves for their perfor-
mance."

Like Culler, Jackson thought that almost
anyone could do a government job. Besides,

Jackson wanted the freedom to appoint his
political supporters to government posts; thus
he sought to ensure that the lack of proven
managerial competence would not be an
automatic disqualification.

I wonder how this certi-
tude by the hero of the Bat-
tle of New Orleans is judged
today by the (former) resi-
dents of that city?

In 1927, the people who
lived in New Orleans and
elsewhere along the Missis-
sippi River were most grate-
ful for some competence in
government performance.
As John M. Barry of Tulane
University records in his

book Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi Flood
of 1927, when the rains came, the rivers rose,
and levees were breeched, President Calvin
Coolidge did nothing. Only after the governors
of six states (Arkansas, Illinois, Kentucky,
Mississippi, Missouri, and Oklahoma) specifi-
cally requested that he appoint Herbert Hoo-
ver as federal coordinator for rescue, relief,
and recovery, did Coolidge give his secretary of
commerce the assignment.

For such a massive management task,
Hoover was an ideal choice. During World War
I, without any governmental authorization, he
had organized an international relief effort for
ten million starving Belgians, even convincing
the warring nations to let the food through.
After the United States entered the war, Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson gave Hoover the task of
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mobilizing American citizens to conserve
food—and to do so voluntarily. Then, with the
end of war, the president gave him a new job:
managing the American Relief Administration
(ARA) to provide food for 300 million people
across Europe. And when this governmental
program ended, Hoover, seeing the continuing
need to feed the continent’s children, created
the ARA European Children’s Fund—what
today we would call an NGO.

Little wonder that, in 1927, when Ameri-
can citizens wanted the federal government to
bring some order to the
flood-relief chaos, their elect-
ed representatives did not
just ask the president to put
someone in charge. They
explicitly asked the president
to put Herbert Hoover in
charge.

Hoover—who was called
both “the Great Engineer”
and “the Great Humanitar-
ian”—did the job with mana-
gerial competence, tireless persuasion, and
political savvy (plus not a little self promotion).
From his base in Memphis, he coordinated the
work of the Departments of War, Treasury,
and Agriculture, of state governments along
the Mississippi River and its tributaries, and
of the American Red Cross. He enlisted the
help of five different railroads to give refugees
free transportation and to reduce their rates
for emergency supplies. He went on national
radio to raise funds for the Red Cross.

Hoover and his management team orga-
nized crews to reenforce the failing levees
along the river. At the same time, preparing
for more breaks in the levees, he helped the
Red Cross establish over 150 refugee camps
providing field personnel with detailed guide-
lines for everything from tents to latrines.
Then, when a levee did break, he had thou-
sands of trucks and boats ready to swoop in
for the evacuation. One estimate placed the
number of people rescued at 330,000. The
Red Cross housed over 300,000 people in its
refugee camps and provided food and clothing
to another 300,000 plus.

Hoover “listened, set policy, delegated, and
organized,” reports Barry in Rising Tide. He
“streamlined things,” and “red tape disap-
peared.”

Decades before such phrases as “virtual
organizations,” “tri-sector partnerships,” and
“network governance” came into vogue, Hoover
employed these concepts and made them
work.

Hoover combined the moral imperative
created by a natural and thus human disaster

with an understanding of
how to get things done
quickly and efficiently to
save lives and help rebuild
families. He gave the country
the sense that someone was
in charge—that someone
competent was in charge—
and that whatever was
needed to be done was, in
fact, being done.

When the depression hit,
President Hoover was unable to cope. He
simply could not figure out how to engineer a
broken economy back to health. But during
the previous decade, when the nation needed
someone to organize government agencies,
private businesses, and civil society to get an
essential job done, it called on Herbert Hoover.

Today, at all levels of government, we could
use a little more—in many cases a lot
more—Hooverian managerial competence. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

In 1927, when the Missis-
sippi flooded, Hoover com-
bined the moral imperative
created by a natural and thus
human disaster with an abil-
ity to get things done quickly
and efficiently to save lives
and help rebuild families.

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
mailto:TheBehnReport@ksg.harvard.edu
http://ksgfaculty.harvard.edu/Robert_Behn
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/pdfs/Behn_Report.pdf
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/pdfs/Behn_Report.pdf
http://www.businessofgovernment.org/pdfs/Behn_Report.pdf
http://ksgexecprogram.harvard.edu/ProgramDetail.aspx?programID=92&sessionID=397
http://ksgexecprogram.harvard.edu/ProgramDetail.aspx?programID=92&sessionID=397
http://ksgexecprogram.harvard.edu/ProgramDetail.aspx?programID=92&sessionID=397
http://www.execprog.com/custom.asp?displaymode=listall


 Bob Behn's Vol. 3, No. 1, September 2005
Copyright © 2005 by Robert D. Behn

Public Management Report
An occasional (and maybe insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges, and
opportunities in leadership, governance, management, and performance in public agencies.

On the relevance to public managers of: 

The Anna Karenina Principle

"Happy families are all alike; every un-
happy family is unhappy in its own way." With
this dramatic sentence, Leo Tolstoy begins his
famous novel Anna Karenina about the strug-
gles of multiple, interconnected families to find
happiness.

To be happy, suggests
Tolstoy, a family has to
solve a large number of
complex problems: How
does the family deal with
money, with children? How
does it divide up the fam-
ily’s responsibilities? How
does it manage the pres-
sures of employment? And,
of course, how do Tolstoy’s
families cope with adultery?
If a family fails to handle
any one of the many problems that all families
must inherently face, it will be unhappy.

The only way a family becomes happy is by
solving all of these problems. Unfortunately,
the family cannot solve these problems
individually—one at a time. All of these prob-
lems are interconnected. Thus, if the family
fails to solve any one of them, it will provoke
other problems and thus unhappiness.

The same principle applies to government
agencies: Effective public agencies are all
alike; every ineffective public agency is ineffec-
tive in its own way. After all, like a family, a
public agency faces a very large number of
inherent and interconnected problems. Thus,
to be effective, an agency’s leadership team
has to solve every one of them.

Here is an abridged list of just ten of the
many problems that challenge the leadership
team of any public agency:

The Macro-Purpose Problem: What is our
agency's mission? What will
be the long-run public pur-
poses that our agency will
seek to achieve?

The Strategy Problem:
How will we pursue this
purpose? What exactly
should we do to accomplish
our mission?

The Theory Problem:
How will this strategy
work? How will the activi-
ties and actions specified in

our strategy contribute to the achievement of
our purposes?

The Measurement Problem: How will we
know whether we are doing a good job? What
indicators will help us measure how much
progress we are making?

The Target Problem: What specific level of
these indicators will we attempt to reach this
year, this quarter, this month, this week? (To
solve this problem, the agency’s leaders need
another theory—an operational theory that
connects progress on the chosen indicators to
progress on achieving the agency's macro
purpose or mission.)

The Communication Problem: How will we
convince employees, stakeholders, elected
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officials, and citizens that our mission, strat-
egy, theory, measurement, and targets make
sense?

The Resources Problem: How will we obtain
the funds, authority, and flexibility necessary
to achieve our targets and thus our purposes?

The Motivation Problem: How do we per-
suade our employees, partners, and stake-
holders to implement our strategy with energy
and intelligence?

The Learning Problem:
How can we figure out how
to improve? What must we
do this year so that we can
modify our strategy to get
even better next year?

The Credibility Problem:
How do we establish in the
minds of citizens, stake-
holders, and elected officials
that we are achieving our
purposes and making a sig-
nificant contribution to society?

These ten problems are certainly not the
only ones that the leadership team of a public
agency needs to solve. Any public executive
can—with little effort—quickly add another ten
items to the list. The true, unabridged list is
very long indeed. And, unfortunately, if an
agency’s leaders fail to solve any single one of
these problems, they are condemning the
agency to ineffectiveness. 

Moreover, all of these problems are inter-
connected. The agency’s leaders cannot solve
one problem without simultaneously solving
numerous others. An agency’s leaders cannot
solve their strategy problem without also
solving their theory problem. They cannot
solve their credibility and resources problems
without solving their communication problem.
And they cannot solve their communication
problem without solving their mission, mea-
surement, and target problems.

This interconnectiveness among the multi-
ple problems that confront the leaders of any

public agency helps to explain why their job is
so challenging. Moreover, an agency's lead-
ership team has to resolve these multiple
problems while dealing with numerous and
conflicting outside pressures.

Sure, the family has to cope with the
outside pressures from relatives and friends.
Indeed, the web of families and friends that
Tolstoy weaves dramatizes not only the inter-
connectiveness of their problems but also the
interconnectiveness of the relationships that
shape these problems.

Still, the number of peo-
ple who believe that they
have the right to tell a family
what to do is notably smaller
than the number of people
who believe that they have
the right—indeed the civic
obligation—to tell a public
agency what it should do.

No wonder that many
public agencies are ineffec-

tive and thus unhappy. Each of these ineffec-
tive and unhappy agencies is, of course,
unique—ineffective in its own, distinctive way.
And there are many, many ways in which a
public agency can be ineffective.

To create a truly effective public agency—
one that not only performs well this year but
also performs even better next year—its lead-
ers have to solve every one of the many man-
agement challenges that they confront. d
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Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
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for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

The Anna Karenina Principle
applies to government: Effec-
tive public agencies are all
alike; every ineffective agen-
cy is ineffective in its own
way. Thus, to be effective, a
public agency has to solve
every one of its problems.
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On Iowa’s innovative: 

Charter Agencies

When people complain that a public agen-
cy’s performance is inadequate, its managers
invariably reply: “If we didn’t have all of those
damn bureaucratic rules, we could actually
accomplish something.” In response to this
ubiquitous problem of gov-
ernment, Iowa has created
“charter agencies,” given
them freedom from many
traditional constraints, and,
established expectations for
improved performance.

Thus, the theory behind
Iowa’s “charter agencies” is
similar to the one behind
“charter schools”: If the
agency has more flexibility,
it can produce more and
better results.

In the spring of 2003, the Iowa legislature
authorized the governor to designate “charter
agencies” that may:

� “waive any personnel rule” (subject to
Iowa’s collective bargaining agreement);

� hire staff at any pay grade without any
employment cap (or FTE limit);

� “waive any administrative rule regarding
procurement, fleet management, print-
ing and copying, or maintenance of
building and grounds” as well as infor-
mation technology;

� carry over half of budgeted but unspent
funds from one fiscal year into the next;

� keep the “proceeds from the sale or
lease of capital assets.”

To select the charter agencies, Governor
Thomas Vilsack asked for volunteers. Rather

than require a department
to be a charter agency, he
selected only those agen-
cies whose director was
willing to take the risk. Af-
ter all, who knew whether
the promised flexibility
would be real?

In July 2003, Vilsack
entered into a “charter
agency agreement” with the
directors of six agencies.
Each agreement specifies
“Departmental Performance

Targets.” For example, for FY 2005, the targets
for the Department of Human Services in-
cluded:

� Reduce Medicaid costs by $1 million by
the end of FY06 by implementing disease
management to improve health status.

� Increase the number of currently eligible
Iowans receiving food and nutrition bene-
fits by 8% in FY05.

� Increase Medicaid federal fund access for
Iowa’s public schools by 5% in FY05.

� Increase the percentage of children who
do not re-enter foster care within 12
months to 80% by the end of FY05 and
83% by the end of FY06.
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When talking with executives in Iowa’s
charter agencies about their initiatives, I
asked: “Why couldn’t you have done that
before?” “Why did you need charter-agency
status?” Sometimes I got a specific explana-
tion. Other times, the answer was simply: “We
could have. We just didn’t think that way.”

Director of Human Services Kevin
Concannon, who has held analogous posts in
Maine and Oregon, thinks Iowa has many
more rules than either of those states. Iowa is
very careful, he notes; it likes to use “sus-
penders as well as belts.”
Thus, he argues, “charter-
agency status is particularly
potent here.” The charter-
agency idea, reports Concan-
non, “has created a climate:
We should try different
things.” Still, he observes,
“some of the charter authori-
ties you could find [else-
where] if you looked.”

Gary Maynard, director of
the Department of Corrections, held similar
jobs in Oklahoma and South Carolina. And he
has the same reaction. In those two states,
Maynard observes, he wouldn’t have chal-
lenged the system. Being a charter agency,
notes one of Maynard’s top aides, confers
“permission to question.” Mike Ralston, direc-
tor of the Department of Revenue, says that
being a charter agency has “made us focus on
innovation.”

Thus, charter-agency managers tell a two-
part story. They are very appreciative of the
formal benefits that they have gained—
particularly the official freedom to use their
funds to hire as many people at whatever
levels they think best. But they also empha-
size that the bigger if more subtle benefit has
come from their willingness to seize their new
freedom to think differently.

The Department of Natural Resources
considers the elimination of its hiring limit to
be very important. Like other state agencies,
DNR was constrained by double budgeting: It
had an expenditure (dollar) budget and a

personnel (FTE) budget. Thus, even if DNR
had money in its expenditure budget, it could
not hire more people than was allowed by its
personnel budget. To get around its FTE cap,
DNR would hire temporary employees; but it
could keep them for only 18 months and could
not rehire them. “It was extremely difficult to
work under that” constraint, reports Liz
Christiansen, DNR’s deputy director; it was
“demoralizing our folks.” But with its charter-
agency authority, DNR is only restrained by its
dollar budget; it has no personnel limits.

Still, it often wasn’t
charter-agency authority but
charter-agency thinking that
had the biggest impact. Be-
tween 2000 and 2003, the
number of fishing licenses
sold in Iowa dropped from
350,000 to 319,000, cutting
revenues by $1.8 million. So
DNR started an advertising
campaign. The department
could have done this without
its charter-agency authority,

observed Christiansen, but the agency simply
wasn’t thinking that way.

Last month, Iowa won one of the Kennedy
School’s awards for “Innovation in American
Government.” Indeed, its charter agencies are
a creative effort to trade off fewer rules for
more and better results. As other governments
seek to improve performance, they too might
want to experiment with this innovation. d

Rob  ert D. B  e  h  n teaches perform  ance leader-
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As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
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ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t P  e  rform  an  c  e  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

Iowa’s innovative “charter

agencies” have  the flexibility to

ignore many of government’s

traditional constraints. Often,

however, it isn’t charter-agency

authority but charter-agency

thinking that has had the big-

gest impact.
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On why public executives need:

Operational Theories

Chief Michael Scagnelli has a theory.
Actually, he has a lot of theories. Indeed, he
needs lots of theories.

Scagnelli is chief of transportation for the
New York City Police De-
partment. His job is to (1)
keep traffic moving, (2) pre-
vent accidents, and (3) pre-
vent accidents that cause
injury and death. As a re-
sult, he needs at least three
theories—with each having,
perhaps, a number of sub-
theories. Scagnelli needs
theories about what keeps
traffic moving. He needs
theories about what pre-
vents accidents. He needs
theories about what pre-
vents accidents that cause injury and death.

Some of Scagnelli’s theories are simple and
supported by lots of evidence. For example,
Scagnelli believes that when police officers
wear seatbelts, they are less likely, if they do
get in an accident, to be injured. Thus, he is
on a campaign to get all of the police officers in
the department to wear their seatbelts.

Not an easy task. Many police officers don’t
like to wear their seatbelts. Some strap them
behind the seat and put the clip in the socket,
to incapacitate the annoying, automatic buzz.

Every Wednesday, Scagnelli chairs
TrafficStat, the equivalent of Compstat for the
Transportation Bureau. At these sessions, he
asks precinct commanders what they are

doing to get all of their officers to wear their
seatbelts. Moreover, Scagnelli has a unit that
randomly checks to see if officers are wearing
their belts. Within his own command, he
grounds for six months any officer who is

caught not wearing a seat-
belt. And he pushes the
city’s 76 precinct com-
manders to do the same:
“You, as commanders, are
going to be personally ac-
countable that the seatbelts
aren’t disabled.”

There exists lots of evi-
dence for Scagnelli’s theory
about the relationship be-
tween seatbelt use and in-
juries avoided and lives
saved. But it is statistical.

And to most humans, anecdotal evidence is
more powerful. Thus, Scagnelli reminds pre-
cinct commanders of an NYPD officer who,
because he failed to wear a seatbelt, was
paralyzed in an accident. He also tells about
the two officers who, when their car rolled
over, walked away from the accident because
they had been wearing their seatbelts.

Public managers need theories, operational
theories, theories that connect the actions that
they and their organizations take to the public
purposes that they seek to achieve. After all
public managers achieve public purposes only
indirectly—usually through the actions of
others. One of Scagnelli’s purposes is to save
police officers’ lives; and he has a theory about
one action that these officers can take that will
have a major impact on that purpose.
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Unfortunately, he can’t save officers lives
directly. Sure, Chief Scagnelli could order
every police officer in New York City to wear
his or her seatbelt. Police Commissioner
Raymond Kelly or Mayor Michael Bloomberg
could do the same thing. In any organization,
however, unless the person giving an order
makes it a priority, there is no guarantee that
all subordinates will carry it out. So Scagnelli
needs a second theory linking his own actions
to the seatbelt-wearing behavior of police
officers. Indeed, he has such a theory: If
failure to follow a clear order is punished suffi-
ciently, people will follow it.

Scagnelli cannot, how-
ever, order citizens to change
their individual, personal
behavior. Thus, to move traf-
fic and to reduce accidents,
injuries, and deaths, Scag-
nelli doesn’t need just one
theory. To achieve the pur-
poses of his Transportation
Bureau, he needs multiple,
interconnected theories. He
needs theories about what changes in human
behavior will achieve his bureau’s purposes.
And he needs theories about how his actions
can affect those behaviors.

For example, Scagnelli has a setof theories
about double-parking. His first theory is that
double-parking both impedes the flow of traffic
and causes accidents as cars and buses
swerve around double-parked vehicles. Thus,
he is attempting to get police officers to issue
more tickets for double-parking. Indeed, he
wants precinct commanders to tow away cars
that are doubled-parked, and to do so in a
visible way that sends a message to those
watching: If you double-park, your car will be
towed away too. Scagnelli’s second theory is
that if drivers learn that they may suffer
serious consequences for double-parking, they
will do so less frequently, The result will be
fewer accidents.

This is, of course, just a theory. No one has
conducted the controlled experiment to see if

aggressive enforcement against double-park-
ers on 124th Street caused a statistically
significant reduction in accidents or a statisti-
cally significant increase in traffic flow com-
pared with what happened on 126th where
double-parking enforcement was unchanged.
This would not be a particularly complicated
experiment to undertake. Indeed, many schol-
ars who specialize in program evaluation
would argue that doing so is important—
indeed, essential. Yet, with the other chal-
lenges facing the NYPD—for example, crime
—the department is not likely to devote many

resources to such an experi-
ment. And the department is
certainly unlikely to devote
the resources necessary to
conducting such an experi-
ment for each of the multiple
theories that the multiple
members of its leadership
team possess and use.

Still, Scagnelli—like all
public managers—needs the-
ories, operational theories.

He needs theories that link his actions to the
behavior of public employees and citizens; and
he needs theories that link such behavior to
the public purposes he is seeking to achieve.
Moreover, he needs to articulate these theories
clearly to every NYPD employee so that they all
understand why he is so insistent that police
officers should wear their seatbelts and should
ticket double-parked cars. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  o  r o  f Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et U  p Pe  rf  ormance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing G  ove  rn  m  e  n  t Pe  rform  an  ce  : Le  ad  e  rsh  ip
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

Publ ic  managers need
theories that connect the
actions that they take to the
public purposes that they
seek to achieve. Moreover,
they need to articulate these
theories clearly to everyone
who works in their agencies.
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On the differences among:

M-Gov, E-Gov, and I-Gov

In his original “reengineering” article in the
Harvard Business Review, Michael Hammer

distinguished between automating business
processes and reengineering them. Automa-

tion has “delivered disappointing results,”
Hammer argued, because it

is the mere use of “technol-
ogy to mechanize old ways

of doing business.” Instead,
Hammer told businesses to

“reengineer”—to “use the
power of modern informa-

tion technology to radically
redesign our business pro-

cesses in order to achieve
dramatic improvements in

their performance.”

The subtitle of Ham-
mer’s article contained his

key admonition: “Don’t Automate, Obliterate.”
Still, much of what has been touted as E-

Government is little more than the automa-
tion of some manual process: Do not send

payroll checks through the mail; deposit em-
ployees’ pay in their bank accounts electroni-

cally. Do not send employees their pay stubs
through the mail; send them an electronic

notice telling them how to download their pay
stub. Manual Government has become Elec-

tronic Government, but the core of what
government is doing remains unchanged.

Yes:  E-Gov is more efficient than M-Gov, but
it is not fundamentally different.

Some public agencies have, however, done

more than automate M-Gov into E-Gov. Some
engaged in true reengineering. Chicago cre-

ated its 311 call system by radically redesign-

ing a core activity of government: accepting,
tracking, and responding to citizen requests

for service. Chicago obliterated its old
systems.  Now, if citizens want the city to tow

away an abandoned vehicle, to fill a pot hole,
or to trim a tree, they just

need to call one, three-digit
phone number: 311. More-

over, city employees—from
the front-line worker who is

responsible for handling
service requests, to the

local alderman who wants
to know what is happening

in his or her ward—have
access to this information.

Chicago has used technol-
ogy to make the kind of

“dramatic improvement”
that Hammer advocated.

Further, some public agencies have em-

ployed the statistical analysis and the data
networks that all of the little electrons make

possible to create information-based innova-
tions. They have moved beyond Manual Gov-

ernment and Electronic Government to what
is truly innovative: Information Government.

Indeed, 311 is more than reeingineering.

The 311 computers contain lots of informa-
tion, which Chicago’s analysts have examined

to detect patterns and develop new ways of
responding to standard, frequent, or difficult

requests. For example, to detect potential
outbreaks of West Nile Virus, Chicago ana-

lyzed 311 calls to find concentrations of dead
crows. Then, it sent city crews to these loca-

tions to find and kill mosquito larvae.
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Two other examples of I-Gov are Compstat
invented by the New York Police Department

and Baltimore’s similar CitiStat process. In
both cases, computer technology has been

central to the innovation. William Bratton,
who as Police Commissioner drove the cre-

ation of Compstat, has noted that, as a young
police lieutenant in Boston, he employed a

strategy similar to Compstat; yet, without the
technology, he could not have expanded his

approach from a single precinct to all of New
York. Similarly, without the technology, Balti-

more could not have created its CitiStat
strategy. Technology, how-

ever, was not itself the core
of these I-Gov innovations.

Still, many reports have

emphasized the technology
of CitiStat. Recently, TIME

magazine called it “a com-
puterized score sheet.” In-

deed, if you visit a Compstat
or CitiStat session, you can

easily be mesmerized by the
dazzling technology—partic-

ularly the maps and graphs flashed onto the
walls during a session. Moreover, the people

who manage Compstat and CitiStat are proud
of their technology and love to demonstrate it.

But this focus on the technology misses a
more fundamental point: Compstat and

CitiStat were neither created by automating a
standard government process, nor were they

created by reengineering an existing govern-
ment process. Rather, both are fundamentally

new governmental strategies. Both Compstat
and CitiStat are true innovations.

They do more than collect and organize

data electronically. They use the data stored
in the electrons to create new forms of infor-

mation. Compstat and CitiStat convert data
into information and use this information to

create new strategies for managing either a
police department or a city.

Obviously, the phrase “E-Government”

covers a variety of different public-sector
activities that are enhanced or permitted by

the data-processing capacity of those speedy
electrons. Here are four distinct categories.

(1) E-Gov Information makes existing infor-

mation more widely available to citizens by
putting it on the Internet. On May 17, 2000,

when New York City put the results of its
restaurant inspections online, this web site

averaged 23,000 hits per hour from citizens
checking out their favorite eatery.

(2) E-Gov Automation takes manual work

and converts it to electronic work. In 2005,
more than half of all U.S.

citizens filing their federal
income tax did so not on

paper but electronically.

(3) E-Gov Reengineering
is the radical redesign of an

important but existing pro-
cess. Technology is essential

for it makes it possible to
redesign the process.

(4) I-Gov Innovation be-

gins not by automating or redesigning existing
work. Instead, I-Gov is a completely unprece-

dented strategy for achieving a public pur-
pose—perhaps even a wholly new public

purpose. The innovation lies in the novel use
of the information that the electronic technol-

ogy makes possible.

To move from M-Gov to E-Gov requires
mere automation. To move from E-Gov to I-

Gov, however, requires true innovation. d
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grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-

ing Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also

conducts custom-designed executive pro-
grams for public agencies, most recently in

Lisbon.

E-Gov is more efficient than
M-Gov but not fundamentally
different. In contrast, I-Gov is
a true innovation—an unpre-
cedented strategy that ex-
ploits the ability of all those
little electrons to convert data
into useful information.
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On the pervasive phenomenon of:

Hoop Jumping

A while back, at a meeting of Kennedy
School faculty, one colleague expressed sur-
prise that a U.S. government agency had
contracted out the development of the strate-
gic plan it was required to produce by the
1993 Government Perfor-
mance and Results Act. Af-
ter all, the rule of thumb for
contracting says: “Contract
out your non-core activities;
do not contract out your
core activities.” What could
be more of a core activity
than deciding what the
agency was trying to accom-
plish and how it would ac-
complish this? Thus, this
colleague wondered, why
would a federal agency con-
tract out the task of devel-
oping its own strategic plan?

The answer, I suspect, is because this
agency’s leaders did not consider the develop-
ment of this strategic plan to be a core activity.
They knew (I hope) what they were trying to
accomplish; and they knew (again, I hope) how
they were going to do it. They had a strategic
plan. To satisfy the GPRA requirements, how-
ever, they needed a Capital-S Strategic,
Capital-P Plan. Producing a document to keep
the GPRA guardians happy would take
time—their most valuable resource—but it
was not going to help them to manage their
agency. Thus, the agency’s leaders contracted
out the task of fulfilling this requirement. (If
they were really smart, they would have con-
tracted it out to a firm that produced a Strate-
gic Plan that, last year, won a prize.)

Even if the agency had prepared its strate-
gic plan internally, it still could have failed to
take the task seriously or to pursue it cre-
atively. “Strategic planning systems often drive
out strategic thinking as participants ‘go

through the numbers’ of
completing yearly planning
forms and review cycles,”
observes Andrew Van de
Ven of the University of
Minnesota. And he’s writing
about business firms.
“Without the intervention of
leadership, structures and
systems focus the attention
of organizational members
to routine, not innovative
activities.”

The leaders of public
agencies must cope with a variety of require-
ments. Some are designed to prevent people
from doing bad things; others, to force people
to do good things. The leaders will guarantee
that people follow these requirements; they
will set up, for example, internal units to make
sure that everyone follows the rules. Further,
if they believe that a rule embodies an impor-
tant public value, they will try to ensure that
the people in their agency follow not only the
letter but also the spirit of this rule.

If they conclude, however, that a rule is
silly or excessive or counterproductive, they
will figure out how to comply with the letter of
this rule without wasting valuable resources
(especially the time of talented people) on the
effort. They will see the rule as a hoop and will
quickly and nimbly jump through it.
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Public managers—whether they have
worked their way up through a governmental
hierarchy or have spent all of their prior pro-
fessional life in the private sector—have seen
all this before. They have coped with multiple
requirements—those designed to prevent them
from doing bad things and those designed to
require them to do good things. In the process,
they have learned how to jump through the
hoops created by such requirements. So,
when required to jump through yet another
hoop, they know how to do it. Indeed, to
become an effective public manager, you have
to become a very dexterous
hoop jumper.

The legislators and regu-
lators who create these re-
quirements are invariably
surprised by this hoop-jump-
ing behavior. They believe
that they have created the
ideal system—the perfect set
of requirements for achieving
their purposes. So they im-
mediately attribute bad mo-
tives to the hoop jumpers: “Why are these
people subverting our wonderful system? Are
they evil? Are they stupid? Are they malicious?
Can’t they see how our new system will help
their organization?”

No. They can’t. This is why they are not
taking the new requirements seriously. The
line managers see the new requirements as, at
best, a consumer of their valuable time. At
worst, they see these requirements as under-
mining their efforts to improve their agency’s
performance. Little wonder that they are
cynical about both the new system and those
who created it. Little wonder they conclude
that the system calls for more hoop jumping.

Of course, the system-wide requirements
could provide public managers with positive
incentives to jump through these hoops.
Indeed, the system might even provide them
with positive incentives to pursue intelligently
the fundamental public purposes behind the
hoops. Those who create such systems could

provide public managers with real reasons to
produce whatever is required—be that good
strategic plans, good performance measures,
good performance targets, or good perfor-
mance reports.

Actually, creating incentives for managers
to comply with still more requirements is quite
easy; you punish those who don’t comply and
praise (maybe even reward) some who do.
Usually, the task of jumping through the
hoops of the new requirements is sufficiently
simple that experienced public managers can

do it quite adequately.

But to get the leaders of
public agencies to pursue
intelligently the performance
purposes behind these
hoops is never simple. To do
this difficult and demanding
work, public managers need
experience, training, and
knowledge. To improve per-
formance, agency leaders
need skills in setting perfor-

mance targets and motivating people. 

If legislators really want to improve the
performance of public agencies, if they want to
accomplish the purposes behind the require-
ments in laws like the Government Perfor-
mance and Results Act, they need to do more
than create systems and require public offi-
cials to follow their requirements. They need to
invest in creating leaders. d
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The legislators and regulators
who create the requirements
are invariably surprised by
this hoop-jumping behavior.
They believe that they have
created the perfect set of
requirements for achieving
their purpose.
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On the predicam  ent of jum  ping on:

The Performance Treadmill

Last September, as the major-league
b  ase  b  all se  ason w  as com  ing to a clos  e  , D  avid
Ortiz of the Boston Red Sox ruminated aloud:
“I don’t know if I want to hit 40 homers.” And
why would a big, powerful major-league player
who was in the running for
the season’s home-run
crown not want to hit the
magic num  ber of 40? “Be-
cau  se th  e  n th  e  y  ’re g  oing to
ask m  e for 4  0 all th  e tim  e  .”

Fifty y  e  ars ag  o, B  illy
Loes of the Brooklyn Dodg-
ers offered a similar senti-
ment. Loes didn’t hit home
runs; he was a pitcher. Still
he also recognized the con-
sequence of performing too
well: “I have no intentions
of winning 20 games,” said Loes. Why? Be-
cause, then “they keep expecting it of you.”

To both Ortiz and Loes, the predicament
was obvious: Once you jump on the perfor-
mance treadmill, you can’t jump off. Once you
ratchet up your personal (or organizational)
performance to a new level, you need to dem-
onstrate that it wasn’t a fluke. You need to
demonstrate that you weren’t just lucky. You
need to demonstrate that you really are a top
performer. Unfortunately, the only way to do
this—the only way to prove that you weren’t
just lucky—is to do it again. Having done it
once, you are stuck.

Of course, it could have been a fluke. It
could have been pure luck. It doesn’t make
any difference. You are still stuck.

For, if you fail to repeat last year’s achieve-
ment, everyone will talk: “See, it was just a
fluke.” “I told you it was nothing but luck.”
And you know that this is what your col-
leagues, as well as numerous outsiders, have

been thinking all along. You
don’t have to hear the gos-
sip yourself to know what
people are saying.

Thus you are stuck. If
you want to shut down the
gossip, if you want to prove
that you are as good as last
year’s performance implies,
you have to do it again.

This may suggest a sub-
conscious reason why some
public-sector managers fear

the demand—even the possibility—that they
improve their agency’s performance. They, too,
recognize the predicament: If you hit 40 hom-
ers last year, you ought to be able to hit 40
again this year. If you won 20 games last year,
you ought to be able to win 20 this year.
That’s what people expect from top perform-
ers. That’s the consequence of demonstrating
the ability to perform at a very high level.
People expect that you can do it again—year,
after year, after year. Do you want to prove
them wrong? Do you want to prove that you
aren’t really as good as last year’s press?

Thus, any effort by public managers to
exercise performance leadership is simulta-
neously an effort to jump on the performance
treadmill. They are constructing a treadmill for
themselves, for their organizations, for their
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em  ployees, and for their collaborators. And
once they jump on the treadmill, they can’t get
off. They have to keep running—with the
success on one lap requiring even m  ore suc-
cess on the next. Once they are on the tread-
m  ill, they have to keep running—  running so
that the  y can som  ehow ratche  t up perfor-
m  ance again next ye  ar.

B  usine  ss m  an  ag  e  rs are ve  ry fam  iliar w  ith
this treadmill. The shareholders don’t say:
“Because you did such a good job this year,
y  ou c  a  n ta  k  e n  e  xt y  e  a  r off.” I  n  s  te  a  d  , th  is y  e  a  r’s
performance becomes the
base  line for ne  xt ye  ar’s tar-
gets. This year’s perform  ance
become  s the benchm  ark for
m  easuring next year’s ac-
complishm  ents. In business,
the expectations of the inves-
tors creates the perform  ance
treadmill. Every year, the
investors demand that the
firm im  prove its perform  ance
over last year’s.

In contrast, the leaders of a public-sector
organization are not required to jump on the
performance treadmill. After all, they have a
lot of other responsibilities. Citizens are not
s  in  g  le  -m  in  d  e  d in d  e  m  a  n  d  in  g th  a  t th  is y  e  a  r’s
pe  rform  ance becomes the baseline for next
year’s im  provem  ents. The  y are at least as
focused on dem  anding that the m  anagers of
p  u  b  lic a  g  e  n  cie  s d  e  p  loy th  e  ir fin  an  cial asse  ts
precisely as prescribed by legislation and that
they treat citizens, em  ployees and applicants,
vendors and bidders very, very fairly. Indeed,
th  e  se d  e  m  an  d  s are e  n  ou  g  h to k  e  e  p an  y se  lf-
respecting public manager quite busy. Why
not focus on coping with the finance and
fairness side of the accountability dilemma
and leave the dem  ands for im  proving perfor-
m  ance to a su  cce  ssor?

For th  ose w  h  o actu  ally w  an  t to g  e  t th  e  ir
organization to jum  p on the perform  ance
treadmill, performance targets are a useful
tool. Set a first-year or first-quarter target for
e  v  e  ry u  n  it in th  e a  g  e  n  c  y  . M  os  t u  n  its w  on  ’t

make their target. They won’t know how to do
it. T  h  e  y w  on  ’t b  e  lie  v  e it’s fo  r re  a  l. T  h  e  y w  on  ’t
devote sufficient attention to the task.

But a few will. And those few are stuck. It
doesn’t m  ake any difference that it was a
fluke. It doesn’t make any difference that they
were lucky. They are stuck.

For the only way that they can convince
p  e  op  le th  a  t it w  a  s  n  ’t a flu  k  e  —  th  a  t th  e  y w  e  re  n  ’t
lucky—  is to do it again. They didn’t jum  p on
the perform  ance treadm  ill. The  y fell on to it. It

doesn’t make any difference.
They are stuck.

If the le  ad  e  rs of a p  u  b  lic
agency do choose to ratchet
u  p p  e  rform  an  ce  , th  e  y sh  ou  ld
not fool the  m  se  lve  s. They are
sim  u  ltan  e  ou  sly ch  oos  ing to
be stuck. They are choosing
to jum  p on the perform  ance
treadmill. And once they
h  a  v  e ju  m  p  e  d on  , th  e  y c  a  n  ’t
ju  m  p off.

Billy Loes’s best year was 1953, when he
won 14 gam  es for Brooklyn. No one ever
e  xp  e  cte  d h  im to w  in 2  0 g  am  e  s. 

Last year, David Ortiz hit 41 hom  ers for
Boston. Now he’s on the performance tread-
mill, and this year, the citizens of Red Sox
Nation are expecting even more. d

R  ob  e  rt D  . B  e  h  n is th  e au  th  o  r o  f Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et U  p Pe  rf  ormance and a lecture  r at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

Once you jump on the
performance treadmill, you
can’t jump off. Once you
ratchet up performance to a
new level, you need to prove
that you weren’t just lucky.
And the only way to prove
that is to do it again.
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On the nature of:

The Accountability Dilemma

“Hold pedophiles accountable,” trumpeted
Joseph L. Druce. Druce was serving a life
sentence for murder when he allegedly also
killed John J. Geoghan, the jailed priest who
had been convicted of child molestation. Yet
Druce said these words
without a tinge of irony.

This is not, however,
surprising. For the hold-
people-accountable phrase
has become such a habit of
our public conversation
that it has lost all nuance.
“We should hold that dis-
honest business executive
accountable.” “We need to
hold that scheming public
manager accountable.” “It is
about time that we held
those incompetent legislators accountable.”
Crusaders of all sorts are constantly  demand-
ing that someone else be held accountable for
something.

The hold-people-accountable phrase
sounds simultaneously both decisive and
profound. It is guaranteed to get a lot of heads
nodding. After all, the hold-people-accountable
phrase is just a polite way of saying that these
people should be punished.

Who should do this punishing? The “ac-
countability holders,” of course. Who do they
get to punish? The “accountability holdees.”
Who else?

Naturally, no one wants to be an account-
ability holdee. Everyone wants to be the ac-

countability holder. Even if you are a con-
victed murderer, you can, apparently, still
assert a righteous claim to be the accountabil-
ity holder.

Once upon a time, the
word  “accountab il i ty ”
(which has the some lexical
ancestry as “accounting”)
referred to the obligation of
public and private officials
to explain what they had
done. Specifically, we re-
quired these officials to ac-
count for their use of other
people’s money—either the
stockholders’ or the taxpay-
ers’ money. And if they
failed to follow specific
rules that we had estab-

lished, if they used the money in unauthorized
or illegal ways, they could be punished.

Then, we added a second type of account-
ability: accountability for fairness. We wanted
all organizations—particularly government
agencies—to be fair to everyone.  Thus we
required officials in both the public and pri-
vate sectors to account for how they treated
people. To prevent undue favoritism, we re-
quired them, for example, to follow the rules
we established when hiring, promoting, and
firing people. Similarly, we required them to
follow fairness rules when awarding contracts.

To create accountability for finances and
fairness, we established rules. Then we re-
quired those obligated to follow these rules to
file reports designed to reveal any deviance
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from these rules. We assigned others to audit
these reports. Then we punished those whom
we caught violating the rules.

Yet, accountability for finances and fair-
ness is not enough. We also expect officials in
both business and government to be account-
able for performance.

In business, being accountable for perfor-
mance does not create an additional burden.
A firm’s performance can be measured by
traditional financial ratios such as return on
equity. Thus, a firm’s stan-
dard financial reports help to
create accountability both for
finances and for perfor-
mance.

For public agencies, how-
ever, the traditional financial
reports say nothing about its
performance. Indeed, a gov-
ernment agency can undergo
a perfectly clean audit for
both finances and fairness
and still be performing poorly.

Moreover, if a public agency is fastidious in
following the rules for finances and fairness,
its performance may suffer. This is “the ac-
countability dilemma”—the tradeoff between
accountability for finances and fairness, and
accountability for performance. This tradeoff
has two sources.

First, every individual who works for a
public agency has only 168 hours in the week
—some of which must be devoted to sleeping.
Thus, every hour that an agency manager
devotes to making sure that the accountability
holders can’t find some minor violation of the
rules for finances and fairness is an hour that
he or she cannot devote to improving perfor-
mance. And all public managers have lots of
would-be accountability holders.

Second, the accountability rules for fi-
nances and fairness limit the public manager’s
flexibility. Yet, if an executive is to improve a

public agency’s performance, he or she needs
flexibility to allocate resources—both money
and people. And it is no secret that those who
manage public agencies face many more rules
and regulations than their peers in business.

A few years ago, for example, the Massa-
chusetts legislature decided that Boston’s
police commissioner could not reassign police
officers without negotiating such changes with
the Boston Police Patrolmen's Association.
Obviously, this legislation was designed to
ensure that the managers within the Boston

Police Department treated all
of its officers fairly. Yet, this
effort to create accountability
for fairness severely con-
strained accountability for
performance.

Yet who created this ac-
countability rule? The state
legislature, whose members
themselves have little ac-
countability for public safety
in Boston. Come election

time, however, the city’s police union can
easily turn legislators from across the state
into their own accountability holdees.

Being an accountability holder gives you
lots of leverage. No wonder everyone wants to
be one. No wonder that no one wants to be an
accountability holdee. d

Robert D. Behn teaches performance leader-
ship at Harvard University's John F. Kennedy
School of Government and is the author of
Rethinking Democratic Accountability (Brook-
ings) in which he analyzes the “accountability
dilemma” in more detail.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

If an agency follows every
rule for finances and fair-
ness, its performance may
suffer. This is the “account-
ability dilemma”: the tradeoff
of  accountability for finances
and fairness vs. accountabil-
ity for performance.
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On the value of giving people an opportunity to earn:

An Adrenaline Rush

Why do people go to work in the govern-
ment? For the high salaries? For the big bo-
nuses? For the awesome perks? For the public
adulation? People who seek employment in the
government for one of these reasons are peo-
ple who we don’t want
working in government.
They just aren’t smart
enough.

Most of the people who
chose to work in the public
sector did so because they
sought to accomplish some-
thing—something signifi-
cant. They wanted to save
the world—or, at least, their
own small part of the world.
They chose public service
because they wanted to
serve some larger purpose.

Over the years, they may have grown
cynical. They may have been beaten down by
the system, by the abundance of the rules, by
the drudgery of the paperwork, by the contin-
ual second-guessing. They may have con-
cluded that it is impossible, in their agency at
least, to save any part of the world—no matter
how small. Still, regardless of how cynical
their outside facade, they often still harbor a
hidden, repressed desire to contribute to
something significant.

For public managers, this latent (if well
buried and well disguised) aspiration can be a
big advantage. But how can the leaders of a
public agency tap this yearning? How can they
revive this deactivated desire?

Answer: Give people something meaningful
to accomplish—a real opportunity to earn the
personal satisfaction that comes from doing
something truly worthwhile. 

This is another reason
why a performance target is
so useful. It can be truly
motivational. A perfor-
mance target can give peo-
ple that real opportunity to
earn the personal satisfac-
tion that comes from doing
something truly worth-
while. 

From the beginning, a
performance target pro-
vides people with a compel-
ling challenge. It not only

gives people the proverbial reason to get out of
bed in the morning. It provides focus and
meaning for their work. And in government,
such a  target can be much more compelling
than the monthly sales quota.

A performance target can relieve people
from the drudgery of their daily routine. They
will, of course, still have to fill out the paper-
work. Everyone does. But the paperwork is no
longer itself the purpose. Achieving the target
is. Their work is important—perhaps even
their paperwork is important—because they
are contributing to a significant, well estab-
lished, and well accepted purpose.

Individuals may, of course, have their own,
small, personal performance target. But that
target is important only because it is essential
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to achieving an even larger target—a larger
purpose.

Then, at the end, when they have achieved
their target, it provides them with a feeling of
accomplishment. They have won. They under-
took to do something significant, and they did
it. Without the explicit target, they might never
have gotten to this goal. And even if they had,
they would never have experienced the same
sense of success—the same thrill of striving
and achieving something truly worthwhile.

An easily achievable or
inconsequential target will do
little. The target must be sig-
nificant. It must require real
effort. If people determine
that it will be easy to hit the
target, or if they recognize
that it is unconnected to any
larger purpose, they will feel
little need to devote much
energy, effort, or intelligence
to the undertaking.

“Make no little plans,” observed Daniel
Burnham, the architect who helped rebuild
Chicago after the great fire of 1871. “They
have no magic to stir men’s blood.” Instead,
Burnham urged us to “think big.”

This is an advantage to managing a public
agency. It is much easier to find something big
to think about. Yes, it is possible to make little
plans. But it is easier to make big ones. In
government, it is much easier to create the
magic that will stir the blood of employees,
collaborators, stakeholders, and citizens.

People are not attracted to government by
the opportunity to fill out the paperwork. They
want big. And the manager of any public
agency—regardless of whether the organiza-
tion is large or small—has the opportunity to
give them something big.

It might not be obvious what this big
opportunity might be. But it is there. In any
public agency, creative leaders can find it.

And once they find it, they need to make
everyone in the organization—and people
outside of it too—part of this big, magical plan.
They need to give everyone a chance to con-
tribute to achieving this blood-stirring target.

For once this big target has been achieved,
all of the contributors will experience the
blood-stirring, adrenaline rush that comes
with a triumphant victory.

Moreover, once they have felt this sense of
accomplishment—once they have experienced

the adrenaline rush—they
will be addicted. They will
want it again. They will not
be satisfied with just one
victory. They will want to win
again—and again.

Thus, the public manag-
ers’ motivational challenge is
to give their employees—and
others—that first opportu-
nity to be a part of some-
thing significant, to learn

how exhilarating it feels to contribute to a big
success.  Then, the public manager has to give
them another chance to do it again—and then
again.

Public managers need to provide their
people with repeated opportunities to earn the
motivational rush of adrenaline that comes
from making big plans and achieving them. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

Public managers need to give
people a chance to contribute
to achieving a significant
success. Once this big target
has been achieved, the con-
tributors will experience the
adrenaline rush that comes
with a triumphant victory.
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On the ludicrous search for:

The Magical Performance System

The search is on. Public officials every-
where—in national, state, and provincial
capitols—are looking for the best performance
system. For once they find this system, they
will (they believe) have solved their perfor-
mance problems. And pub-
lic officials everywhere are
desperately trying to solve
their performance prob-
lems. That is why they keep
searching for the ultimate
performance system.

They won’t find it.

Why? Because it isn’t
there. The magical perfor-
mance system doesn’t exist.
Even a good performance
system doesn’t exist. Sys-
tems don’t improve performance; leaders do.

Still, the concept of a performance “sys-
tem” is deceptively seductive. The system does
the work. That’s why any system is so allur-
ing. A system is like an engine. You push the
start button, and the system does the work.

Thus, to many, the challenge of improving
the performance of public agencies (and non-
profit and for-profit organizations, too) is to
find the right system—the perfect system.
Sure, this system might be elusive. It might be
hard to find. Indeed, it might be difficult to
comprehend when first sighted. It might not
stand out like a mountain.

But it’s there. It’s got to be. Someone has
already discovered it. Someone has already

perfected it. We just have to find this clever
someone, this magical system.

Then, all we need do is import this system
into our organization, set it up, and push the

start button. Once the sys-
tem is going, we can move
on to something else.

Sorry. It doesn’t work
that way. There is no
system; there is no start
button.

If you want to improve
the performance of any
organization—in the public,
private, or third sector—
you have to give perfor-
mance your constant atten-

tion. You have to give it your personal atten-
tion at the operational level.

You can’t just create a set of performance
measures and look at them at the end of the
fiscal year—or six months after the end of the
fiscal year when the annual report comes out.
You have to check personally on the measures
on a monthly—or even weekly—basis.

I make a clear distinction between “perfor-
mance systems” and “performance manage-
ment.” A performance system is a government-
wide effort. One kind of performance system is
performance measurement, another is perfor-
mance budgeting. It is a system just like a
procurement system or a personnel system.
The Government Performance and Results Act
is just one example of such a “system.”
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Like all systems, a performance system is
based on rules. Like all systems, it requires
public agencies and public managers to follow
rules and regulations, to publish annual
reports, and to leave paper trails that permit
others to audit compliance with these rules
and regulations.

This rule-driven approach is unlikely to
prove very effective—let alone magical. Yes, it
is possible for a legislature, a budget office, or
a central administrative agency to force public
employees to do things that—if they were done
with genuine enthusiasm
and subtle intelligence
—could contribute to im-
proved performance. In real-
ity, however, those upon
whom these requirements
are imposed are most likely
to view them as yet another
addition to the multiplicity of
administrative regulations
with which they must com-
ply rather than as coherent
guidelines that if applied
with intelligent discretion to the unique cir-
cumstances of their organization might actu-
ally help. The rules of any system (for perfor-
mance or anything else) are not designed to
elicit discernment and adaptation. They are
created to impose obedience and conformity.

Performance management is not a system.
Rather, performance management is the
active, conscious efforts of the leadership of a
public agency to motivate people—both em-
ployees and collaborators—to produce more,
or better, or more consequential results that
are valued by citizens. In both the academic
and political worlds, however, the phrase
“performance management” often means little
more than a performance system.

Are Compstat and CitiStat performance
systems? They are certainly government-wide
(or, at least, agency-wide) efforts to require
different units to do specific things. But, the
public leaders who created these efforts hardly
thought of them as systems that, once cre-

ated, would continue to function on automatic
pilot. Instead, Commissioner William Bratton
of the New York City Police Department and
Mayor Martin O’Malley of Baltimore both
recognized that to make their approach work
to improve performance required the constant
attention of top leadership. If the leaders of
the department send their deputies to run the
meetings, everyone else will send their depu-
ties. Soon the only people at the meetings will
be the deputies of deputies—people with no
authority to commit to anything.

Finding the magical per-
formance system may ap-
pear to be difficult. But it
appears to be less difficult
than the alternative: perfor-
mance leadership. For per-
formance leadership comes
with  no  start  button.  It
comes with no promise that,
once you get it running, you
can move on to other things.
In fact, performance leader-
ship comes with precisely

the opposite promise. It comes with the prom-
ise that, once you have started it, you have to
keep doing it. You can’t stop. To improve
performance, you have to keep working at it.

If we are going to improve the performance
of public agencies, we can’t do it with perfor-
mance systems. We can only do it through
performance leadership. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Performance
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratch-
et Up Performance and a lecturer at Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education pro-
grams for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driv-
ing Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” He also
conducts custom-designed executive programs
for public agencies, most recently in Lisbon.

The concept of a performance
“system” is deceptively
seductive. The system is like
an engine. You push the start
button, and the system does
all of the work. Sorry. It
doesn’t work that way. There
is no system, no start button.
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On the self deception of:

The Charisma Excuse

In the literature about business manage-
ment, the focus is on the manager as hero.
Jack Welch arrives at General Electric and, all
by himself, wrestles the monster into profit-
ability. Just ask him. He tells us all about it in
Jack: Straight from the Gut.

We don’t have to take
Jack’s word for it, however.
The management shelves
are full of books by others
celebrating Welch as the
modern, executive equiva-
lent of Hercules: You can
buy Big Shots: Business the
Jack Welch Way; or you can
pick up Jack Welch & The
G. E. Way: Management In-
sights and Leadership Se-
crets of the Legendary CEO;
or you can read Jack Welch: The Giant of
Corporate Management Who Created Billions for
Investors. Even in the 21st century, we crave
myths, and the story of Jack Welch satisfies
our need for a contemporary Ulysses.

Welsh is not the only larger-than-life man-
agerial hero. From Thomas Edison, to Lee
Iacocca, to Andrew Grove, to, now, Sergey Brin
and Larry Page, we continue to celebrate our
executive superstars. They are smart, tal-
ented, and charismatic. How else could they
build their empire?

In the public sector, we too are fascinated
with heroic, managerial leaders. Dwight Eisen-
hower organized D-Day. David Lilenthal res-
cued the Tennessee Valley Authority. Hyman
Rickover created the nuclear navy—despite

the aggressive resistance of his superiors in
the Navy and Defense Department. And at the
top of the list of current public-sector manage-
rial heroes is Rudy Giuliani—who, on Septem-
ber 11, 2001, single-handedly saved New York

City. The Lone Ranger rides
again.

Even in the cool and
careful, non-celebratory
academic world, we create
managerial heroes. We
don’t call them that. We
don’t label them “big shots”
or “giants” or “legendary.”
Still, when we write a
teaching case about the
manager of a public agency
and when we teach that
case to thousands of people

—both students earning a degree and practic-
ing managers attending a two-week executive
program—we are implicitly creating heroes.

Why else spend any time studying this
case? Why else try to learn something from
this case? Because the manager in the case
was (it goes without saying) a big shot, a giant.
Through the case, the manager becomes
legendary.

And, although we may only read about
these managers—although we may never meet
them—we attribute to them one other charac-
teristic: Obviously, they must be charismatic.
Otherwise they could never have pulled it off.

Yet, when we actually meet one of them in
person—when we first see one of them in
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action (if you can describe running a meeting
as “action”)—we are immediately struck: They
are not at all charismatic. Sure, people give
them a little deference. But that respect is
derived from the office they hold plus the
accomplishments they have gotten their orga-
nization to achieve. The fact is: They aren’t
John Wayne or Katharine Hepburn.

Learning from charismatic heroes isn’t
much help to those of us who are downright
dull. We aren’t going to wake up a room; we’re
more apt to put it to sleep. Nobody is going to
salute us. 

“Sure, if I had charisma,
I could do what Jack Welch
or Rudy Giuliani did. But I
don’t. It’s not my fault. My
parents failed to pass on to
me the charisma gene. As a
result, there is nothing
glamourous, or charming, or
alluring, or captivating about
me. I’ll just have to face it:
I’m boring.”

This is the charisma excuse.

As an excuse, it is extremely serviceable. It
vindicates everything—or, at least, everything
about an absence of leadership: “If I had been
born with the charisma gene, I could lead my
department [my agency, my small unit].
Unfortunately, I wasn’t. It isn’t my fault. It’s
just the evolutionary hand that I was dealt.”

Nevertheless, the charisma excuse is just
that: It’s an excuse. It’s not an explanation. It’s
not even an apology. It’s just an excuse. The
assumption behind this excuse is that (once
offered) no explanation, no apology, no further
clarification is required.

This would be acceptable if—and only if—
the charisma of personal magnetism was
essential to leadership. It isn’t. Most leaders
don’t beguile their organization. Most leaders
don’t charm their people into working hard
and smart, into producing wondrous results.

People aren’t cobras who will dance at the
command of a few notes from a flute. People
require neither music nor charm. Rather they
require a clear explanation about where they
are going, about why they are trying to get
there, about how they will get there, and
about what will happen if they do get there.

It might help if the agency’s managerial
team could provide this explanation in an
enchanting way. That, however, is not essen-
tial. But it is essential that the managerial
team provide a clear sense of direction: Here is

what we are trying to accom-
plish. Here is why we are
trying to accomplish it. Here
is how we will accomplish it.
And here is what will happen
if we do accomplish it. Then,
they have to repeat and re-
peat this message until ev-
eryone gets it.

If this message can be
delivered in a non-boring
way, that will help. But the

managers of public agencies cannot wait for
some DNA transplant. It isn’t coming. They
have to deliver the message with the commu-
nication skills—boring or beguiling—that they
have been able to learn and develop.

Public employees need real, straightfor-
ward leadership. Their managers should not
hide behind the charisma excuse. d
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This is the charisma excuse:
“If I had been born with the
charisma gene, I could lead
my department [my agency,
my small unit]. Unfortunately,
I wasn’t. It isn’t my fault. It’s
just the evolutionary hand
that I was dealt.”
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On the core drivers of:

CitiStat

Public officials from across the coun-
try—indeed, from around the world—are
traveling to Baltimore to check out CitiStat.
CitiStat won one of the Kennedy School’s 2004
awards for Innovation in American Govern-
ment. It ought to be worth
replicating. If CitiStat can
improve the performance of
city government in Balti-
more, it ought to be able to
help other cities—indeed,
other public agencies at all
levels of government.

But when these visitors
go home, what do they take
with them? What have they
seen? What lessons have
they learned? What do they
think are the key features
of CitiStat? What do they think they have to do
to create their own version of CitiStat?

Any visit to CitiStat begins in the CitiStat
room—a room specifically created for the
CitiStat meeting. For those familiar with
Compstat—the performance strategy created
in the New York City Police Department by
William Bratton and Jack Maple—the room
and the meetings held there will be familiar.
After all, it was Maple who convinced Balti-
more’s Mayor Martin O’Malley to adapt the
Compstat concept to manage the entire city.

In the center of the room stands an agency
head—the manager who is responsible for the
operational issues to be examined at the
meeting. Sitting at an arc of tables and facing
the agency manager is the city’s top leader-

ship, including the mayor, his first deputy
mayor, Michael Enright, and the director of
CitiStat, Matthew Gallagher. And behind the
agency manager are two screens, onto which
the CitiStat team projects a variety of maps

and data.

Not only is the CitiStat
room reminiscent of the
Compstat room; the Citi-
Stat meetings are also rem-
iniscent of those held at
Compstat. For these meet-
ings focus on the perform-
ance challenges and opera-
tional problems facing the
agency and on what strate-
gies might be employed to
solve the problems and deal
with the challenges. A

member of the CitiStat staff has examined the
current problems and challenges and, the
previous evening, delivered a detailed memo to
O’Malley, Enright, and Gallagher. Thus, the
questioning and discussion are shaped by an
analysis of the latest data, as well as a com-
parison with data from previous periods and
with historical trends.

Many city agencies appear at CitiStat every
other week. For example, the Transportation
Department comes to CitiStat every other
Friday at 8:30 a.m., while Recreation and
Parks appears on alternate Thursdays at1:00.
Other city agencies, such as the Health De-
partment come to CitiStat every four weeks.

So when visitors arrive at city hall in Balti-
more to observe CitiStat, this is what they see:
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the room, the meetings, the data, the maps,
the technology to project the data and the
maps onto the wall, and the questioning of
department heads. Looks straightforward
enough. It ought to be easy to replicate all this
back home. Sure there’s a small, up-front
capital cost for the room and the technology.
And you do need some operating funds for a
few bright analysts to track the data. But once
you’ve taken care of these two minor budget-
ary problems—and what mayor can’t do that?
—CitiStat looks simple.

Yet, the one-day visitor to
Baltimore can easily miss
several of the underlying
principles of CitiStat—the
core drivers that really make
it work. I’ll just mention two:
the depth of the leadership
commitment, and the perse-
verence of the questioning.
These are not the only driv-
ers, though they are easy to
miss in a one-day visit.

After all, the mayor, himself, may not even
be in the room. These days, O’Malley attends
maybe a quarter of the CitiStat meetings. He
set it up. He got it going. But once it was
going, he could, apparently, let it run all by
itself. He no longer has to attend the meetings.

So who does run the CitiStat meetings?
Answer: Michael Enright, the first deputy
mayor, is almost always there. He was at the
meeting two weeks ago. He was at the meeting
four months ago. And he will be at the meeting
two weeks, and at the one four months from
now. A visitor may not recognize this: Who is
leading the questioning? Obviously, it doesn’t
have to be the mayor.

But the agency head knows. The agency
head knows that the questions asked and the
answers given two weeks ago (or even two
months ago) provide the foundation for this
week’s questions. And the agency head knows
that the questions asked today—and, more
importantly, the answers given—will provide

the foundation for the questioning two weeks
from now. A visitor sees just a single exchange
in a much longer and on-going discussion.

Moreover, the visitor cannot observe,
though the agency head well knows, that
Enright is persistent. The next meeting will
not merely fasten on Enright’s latest obses-
sion. The next meeting will continue to focus
on the primary challenge of delivering basic
public services in a big city. The next meeting
will continue to focus on O’Malley’s key efforts
for improving Baltimore.

For Enright doesn’t at-
tend CitiStat meetings be-
cause he has nothing else to
do. Enright runs the CitiStat
meetings because the mayor
wants him to. And when he
is running the meetings, he
is speaking for the mayor. No
agency head would think  of
complaining to the mayor
about Enright’s questioning.
That would be suicide.

Each week, Enright persists, running four
or six or even eight CitiStat meetings. He
persists because the city’s elected chief execu-
tive is committed to using CitiStat to make
Baltimore’s city agencies improve their perfor-
mance. These two critical drivers may be
missed by a one-day visitor. They are not
missed by a single agency head. d
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A one-day visitor to Baltimore
can easily miss several of the
underlying principles of Citi-
Stat—the core drivers that
make it work. These include
the depth of the leadership
commitment and the perse-
verence of the questioning.
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On the challenge of:

Year Two

The story is familiar: New leaders take over
a failing public agency, complete with low
morale, unused operating capacity, obsolete
technology, disgruntled stakeholders, dysfunc-
tional systems, and, of course, no sense of
public purpose. Yet, within
a year, these leaders have
turned the place around.
They have introduced new
procedures, acquired addi-
tional resources (or, at
least, flexibility in the use of
existing resources), rebuilt
relationships with key
stakeholder groups, and in-
vested in new technology
and systems. They have
trained the staff, rewarded
successful teams, and won
employee loyalty.

The outside world may not recognize the
transformation. Who pays attention to the
turnaround of a public agency? Unless the
organization had been decimated by a public
scandal, few noticed when the new leaders
took over. Sure, the insiders saw the progress,
but the gains were too incremental for others
to detect. When the outsiders came across a
symptom of the improvement, they assumed it
was just an aberration. Still, despite the lack
of headlines, the transformation has been real.

Now what? What do these public managers
do in year two?

Have they squeezed every bit of efficiency
out of the agency? Have they run out of tricks?
Have they done all of the simple, obvious

things that any collection of mediocre man-
agers can employ to generate quick improve-
ments when they take over a disaster?

Are they overrated? Is their insider repu-
tation as turnaround ex-
perts undeserved? Were
they just lucky?

Is now the time to quit?

Real reputations are
not, however, built in year
one. They are built in year
two and beyond. Cleaning
out the Augean Stables
—flushing out even 30
years of accumulated de-
bris—is relatively easy.
Hercules just had to divert

a couple of rivers; it took him only one day.

The bigger challenge—the year-two chal-
lenge—is getting the stables to improve perfor-
mance. The real leadership challenge is getting
the stables to ratchet up performance—year
after year after year. . .

But this challenge doesn’t start on day
366. It starts on day one—even before day
one. It starts when the leaders first contem-
plate the challenge of getting this agency to
perform. It starts before they negotiate the
terms of their responsibilities (for that is the
point at which they have the leverage to obtain
the resources they will need). It starts as they
work back from what they want to accomplish
in year one and in year two to what they think
they should do on day one and day two.
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If these leaders have only a one-year plan,
if they are only able to get the manure out of
the barn, they won’t have accomplished much.
Sure, the barn will look and smell better. But
cleaning up a dysfunctional organization is
mere work. And although some employees
relish wallowing in the manure, many people
(particularly those who work in the barn) hate
the stink. If given the opportunity—combined
with some direction, some assistance, some
hope of success, and some sense of progress
—they will help. They will want to help.

But once the manure is
gone, people can get compla-
cent. They’ve accomplished
something significant. Com-
pared with what the agency
used to be, this is nirvana.
Sure the outside world may
not give them much credit,
but they can see the differ-
ence. And they are satisfied
with this achievement. After
a year of work, people are
ready to take a breather.

For true leaders, however, the basis of
comparison is not the dysfunctional past but
the achievable future. Fixing a broken agency
has just been their entry fee for the big chance
to do something truly significant. Anyone who
succeeds an unquestionably incompetent
manager ought to be able—by doing a few,
simple, obvious things—to look like a genius.
Real leaders, however, improve their agency’s
performance year after year after year.

Consequently, the strategy for year one
has two purposes:

Purpose #1: To fix all of the things that are
wrong within the agency. 

Purpose #2: To prepare the agency to
achieve real results in year two and beyond.

These two purposes are mutually supporting.
Achieving real results is the rationale for the
year-one task of fixing the things that are

wrong. And the things that are wrong need to
be fixed in a way that will help the agency to
achieve real results in year two.

Still, these two purposes are distinct. It is
possible to do the first in a way that fails to
contribute to the second. Indeed, if the tactics
chosen to accomplish purpose #1 are focused
on a quick fix, they may actually undermine
later efforts to achieve purpose #2.

Thus, in an effort to fix what is wrong, the
agency’s leader’s need to do several things to

prepare the organization to
achieve real results. First, as
they clean out the barn, they
need to remind everyone that
the objective is not to main-
tain a spotless barn but to
achieve the agency’s mis-
sion.

Second, they need to be-
gin the process of setting
performance targets—even if
these first targets are just for

barn cleanliness. For they need to convince
everyone that such targets have become
essential for the effectiveness of all govern-
ment organizations. Then, as the barn gets
cleaner—as the agency begins to achieve its
targets for cleanliness—people will recognize
that in year two they will have a new set of tar-
gets—targets directly connected to accom-
plishing the agency’s real purpose. d
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Anyone who succeeds an
unquestionably incompetent
manager ought to be able—by
doing a few, simple, obvious
things—to look like a genius.
Real leaders improve their
agency’s performance year
after year after year.
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On the tyranny of:

Bureaucratic Routines

“May I see your driver’s license, please?”
The request was routine. I was buying some
beer, the bar code scanner had set off a small
beep, and the supermarket check-out clerk
needed to see proof of my age.

One look at my face
might have suggested that I
am older than 21. Indeed,
given my white beard (see
picture), one look might
have suggested that I am
over 30. That is the age on
those signs that say: “If you
look younger than 30, we
will ask for your I.D.”

Still, the check-out
clerk—who had been card-
ed many times (if, that is,
he owned an I.D. certifying he was 21)—was
all business. He wanted to see my license.

Meanwhile, I and the man who was bag-
ging my groceries (and who was much closer
to my age than to the clerk’s) kibitzed over this
ludicrous routine. The clerk, however, was
undeterred. When I produced my driver’s
license, he read it carefully—very carefully.

Then, and only then, did he let me buy my
beer—my non-alcoholic beer.

That is not a typo. A young supermarket
clerk carded a certifiably old guy who was
buying non-alcoholic beer.

I and the man bagging groceries found this
highly amusing. Nevertheless, while we openly

joked about the absurdity of this process, the
clerk stuck seriously to his required routine.

Why? Why did the clerk not just look at my
face—or at the beer—and simply hit the OK

button? Why did he not
exercise some intelligent
discretion? Check-out
clerks have been doing that
with me for decades.

One explanation is that
the clerk was young. He
was inexperienced. He did
not notice that I looked
older than his father. He
did not know that he could
exercise discretion.

In fact, however, I think
that the clerk was quite experienced. He
behaved the way he did—he refused to exer-
cise discretion despite the ridicule he was
receiving—precisely because he had learned
how the world works. The clerk had learned
the costs and benefits of bureaucratic rou-
tines—the personal costs and benefits of
following and not following them.

On the benefit side, there was no personal
gain to following or not following the routine.
Either way, he would continue to stand in
front of the scanner, slide items over it, and
collect the required payment. If he ignored the
rule and exercised discretion, his line might
move a little faster, in which case he would get
a few more customers. If he followed the
routine, his line might move a little slower,
and some customers might shift to other lines.
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Either way, he would continue to stand in
front of the scanner until his shift was over.

On the cost side, however, there was a big
difference. It cost the clerk nothing to ask me
to show a driver’s license. But, if he failed to
check my I.D., and, if (for some miracle of
reverse cosmetic surgery) I was much younger
than I looked, the clerk might get in trouble.

The probability of this happening was quite
small. Still, the clerk judged this probability to
be greater than zero. Moreover, he had
learned—perhaps from the
supermarket’s training pro-
gram; perhaps from experi-
enced clerks who had ex-
plained how the world works
—that failing to check an I.D.
could result in serious costs.

The clerk refused to exer-
cise discretion precisely be-
cause he had learned the
value of following adminis-
trative routines. With little
experience in large organizations, this young
clerk had still learned one of the fundamental
rules of bureaucratic life: “If you follow all of
the prescribed rules, you can’t get in trouble.”
Thus, when the scanner beeped at some non-
alcoholic beer, this worldly youth knew exactly
what was in his best interest to do.

To me, the experience was merely humor-
ous. I wasn’t embarrassed. I did not need to go
to another line to have my driver’s license
checked by a government I.D. inspector. I did
not need to fill out the official beer-buying
form. I did not need to come back with my
birth certificate to prove that I was 21. I waited
a few extra seconds, and I still got my beer.

Nevertheless, this encounter illustrates the
challenge of making public agencies more
citizen friendly. Ordinary humans easily com-
prehend the personal costs and benefits of
following bureaucratic routines. They just as
easily become desensitized to the inanity of
mindlessly following such routines.

Government does not have a monopoly on
this problem. Any business that creates ad-
ministrative procedures—and then creates a
set of personal costs and benefits that focuses
people’s attention on the very large, if low-
probability punishment for failing to follow the
required routines—has this problem.

Still, the leaders of public agencies, for
which the sanctity of the routines is well
established in both formal rules and informal
traditions, face a serious challenge: How can
they convince front-line workers to use their

own, intelligent, discerning,
citizen-friendly judgment?

As always, there is no
single, universally effective
strategy, only a collection of
helpful tactics. Here’s one:
Whenever a front-line worker
seeks to help a citizen by
exercising discretion in a
responsible if (in retrospect)
errant manner, the agency’s
leaders need to rally in sup-

port. They cannot let the individual be pun-
ished by an army of accountability holders.
They need to defend, indeed praise, this indi-
vidual for striving to help a citizen.

If they fail to do so, if they let this employee
be disciplined, everyone else in the agency will
have relearned that important lesson of bu-
reaucratic life: You have to card every citizen
for every six-pack of non-alcoholic beer. d
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While I and the man bagging
my groceries openly joked
about the absurdity of the
process, the supermarket
clerk stuck firmly to his
required routine. He carded a
certifiably old guy for buying
non-alcoholic beer.

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
mailto:TheBehnReport@ksg.harvard.edu
http://ksgnotes1.harvard.edu/degreeprog/courses.nsf/wzByDirectoryName/RobertBehn
http://www.brook.edu/press/books/democratic_accountability.htm
http://www.brook.edu/press/books/democratic_accountability.htm
http://www.execprog.com/programs.asp?programid=92&displaymode=view
http://www.execprog.com/programs.asp?programid=92&displaymode=view
http://www.execprog.com/programs.asp?programid=92&displaymode=view
http://www.execprog.com/custom.asp?displaymode=listall


 Bob Behn's Vol. 1, No. 12, August 2004
Copyright © 2004 by Robert D. Behn

Public Management Report
An occasional (and maybe insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges, and
opportunities in leadership, governance, management, and performance in public agencies.

On why public managers have to use:

Multiple Performance Measures

If the public manager’s question, “Why
Measure Performance?” has multiple an-
swers—if there are multiple reasons for mea-
suring performance—then public managers
need multiple measures. Each of the public
manager’s eight reasons for
measuring performance
(see July 2004) requires a
measure with its own,
unique characteristics.

(1) To evaluate: Is the
agency doing a good job?
This question has three
sub-questions. The first is
the effectiveness question:
Has the agency accom-
plished something? Answer-
ing this question requires
measures of the outcomes
that the agency is charged with forging.

Of course, the agency could do this at a
very large cost. Thus, the second question
concerns efficiency. Efficiency is a ratio that
requires outcome measures for the numerator
and cost measures for the denominator.

Finally, the agency might not have pro-
duced the outcomes itself. This raises the
impact question: What did the agency itself
accomplish? This more complicated question
requires data on outside factors (such as the
economy) that may influence the outcomes.

(2) To control: To control the behavior of
public employees, managers create require-
ments. Then, to be sure that these require-
ments have indeed limited behavior, they

measure the relevant inputs. For example, to
determine if the teachers followed the curricu-
lum requirements, managers measure whether
Topic AA was, indeed, covered on Day 47.

Sometimes, of course,
these requirements are
called “guidelines.” Do not
be deceived. Curriculum
“guidelines” are really “re-
quirements”; they are de-
signed to control.

(3) To budget: Once
elected officials have fixed
an agency’s macro budget,
its managers need effi-
ciency measures to allocate
these funds. If a fire de-
partment is charged with

reducing lives lost due to fires, it needs to
measure the efficiency of dollars spent on
more firefighters, better training, new equip-
ment, or a new fire-prevention strategy.

(4) To motivate: If the challenge is to moti-
vate people to improve performance, the man-
ager needs to create specific performance
targets and then check production measures
against these targets. Unfortunately, organiza-
tions don’t produce outcomes; they produce
outputs. Thus, to motivate people, public
managers need to measure outputs.

(5) To promote: Public managers need to
convince legislators, stakeholders, and citizens
that they are doing a good job. For this pur-
pose, managers need measures about which
citizens really care. The mission of a state
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division of motor vehicles is to protect drivers,
passengers, and pedestrians. It does this by
inspecting vehicles and drivers to ensure that
they can function safely. But how do citizens
measure the division’s performance? By the
number of lives saved? Or by the time they
wait in line? To convince the public that they
are doing a good job, the managers of a motor
vehicle division may need to measure the
reduction in the time people spend in line.

(6) To celebrate: All organizations need to
celebrate their achievements. Yet it is only
worthwhile to celebrate
achievements that the organi-
zation’s members think are
worth celebrating. Again,
performance targets can
help. By creating a target
and stressing its signifi-
cance, an agency’s managers
can ensure that their em-
ployees believe that they
have achieved something
indeed worth celebrating.

(7) To learn: Humans learn from the unex-
pected. From unexpected successes, public
managers learn what to replicate. From unex-
pected failures, they learn what to avoid.
From unexpected data, they learn what to
investigate so that they can learn even more.

Performance measures can aid such
learning—helping to identify both successes
and failures and highlighting the unforeseen.
Moreover, all sorts of measures—the formal
data found on spreadsheets; the informal
data gleaned from brief conversations—can
yield something that is unexpected and thus
worth further investigation.

To learn, managers need a variety of per-
formance measures. And they need a wealth
of experience to help them distinguish be-
tween a deviance that can be reasonably
expected and one that is worth additional
investigation. Then they need a more detailed
evaluation strategy to determine what caused
the unexpected success, the unexpected

failure, or simply that deviant piece of data
that hints at something worth learning.

(8) To improve: All of the other seven
purposes—and thus all of the other kinds of
measures—are useful to the public manager
only if they help the agency improve. Still, in
developing an improvement strategy, manag-
ers need to understand how their agency
works. They need data that explains what is
going on inside their organizational black box.
They need to understand how their organiza-
tion converts its inputs—all kinds of inputs

from money, to environmen-
tal factors, to leadership’s
values—into outputs. They
need inside-the-black-box
data that describes their
agency’s behavior and how
changing different inputs
will affect the outputs. They
need measures that can sug-
gest how their own actions
cascade through the minds
and behaviors of their em-
ployees and collaborators.

For all of the reasons that public managers
have to measure performance, there is, unfor-
tunately, no one, best, magic measure. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Rethinking
Democratic Accountability (Brookings) and a
lecturer at Harvard University's John F. Ken-
nedy School of Government.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education programs
for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership Strat-
egies that Produce Results.” He also conducts
custom-designed executive programs for
public agencies.

For a detailed analysis of this topic, see Bob’s
article: “Why Measure Performance? Different
Purposes Require Different Measures,” Public
Administration Review, vol. 63, no. 5 (Septem-
ber/October 2003) pp. 586-606.
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On the many answers to the question:

Why Measure Performance?

Why measure the performance of a public
agency? To evaluate it, of course. Elected
chief executives, legislators, journalists,
stakeholders, and budget directors seek to
measure the performance of public agencies
to determine whether or not
they are doing a good job.

But why would a public
manager seek to measure
the performance of his or
her own organization?
Again, the standard (though
often only implicit) answer
is: to evaluate how well the
agency is doing.

In fact, however, public
managers have an abun-
dance of reasons for mea-
suring the performance of their agencies.
Evaluation is one reason—one very good
reason. But it is only one. Depending upon
how you classify the reasons, you can come
up with dozens. I have chosen to organize this
large collection of reasons into eight specific
purposes: to evaluate, control, budget, moti-
vate, promote, celebrate, learn, and improve.

(1) To evaluate: Public executives need to
know how well their agencies are performing.
Thus, they collect the kinds of data that can
be used to conduct a formal evaluation.

(2) To control: I know. Modern public
executives don’t control people or organiza-
tions. Modern executives—in the public,
private, and nonprofit sectors—lead organiza-
tions. But do not be fooled. All three sectors

still have their share of control freaques. And
one way to exercise this control is to measure
what people are doing.

(3) To budget: Which programs, activities,
and units deserve addition-
al funding? Which ones—if
we are to improve our
agency’s overall perfor-
mance—should lose funds?
Performance measures can
help managers to answer
these questions.

At the government-
wide, macro level, budget-
ing is political—in the best
sense of that word. Elected
officials allocate public
funds among national se-

curity, public health, and transportation based
on how important they decide these various
efforts are. If a city’s elected officials believe
that K-12 education is more important than
fire protection, they will shift funds from their
fire department to their school system.

Then, the fire department’s leaders need to
allocate their funds among their programs and
activities—from new technology to innovative
fire-prevention efforts—and they need to do so
in a way that best achieves their mission. To
help make such budgeting choices, public
managers can use performance measures.

(4) To motivate: Public executives are al-
ways looking for ways to motivate people—not
just their own staff, but also their collabora-
tors in other organizations, stakeholders, and
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citizens. And for this purpose, performance
measures can be most helpful, for they can
focus everyone’s attention on those aspects of
their work that will indeed contribute the
most to improved performance.

(5) To promote: All public managers need
to convince elected officials, stakeholders,
journalists, and citizens that they and their
agency are doing a good job. Stories help. But
so do data—performance data.

(6) To celebrate: Public executives—like
their colleagues in the for-
profit and nonprofit sec-
tors—need to publicly honor
their significant accomplish-
ments. Such celebrations are
an important organizational
ritual. They lose their mean-
ing, however, unless they
commemorate real achieve-
ments. Consequently, lead-
ers need a basis for deter-
mining when the agency has
done something worth cele-
brating. Performance measures can provide
the signal that the organization has, indeed,
attained a truly meaningful objective.

(7) To learn: What is working? What isn’t?
And how can the leaders of a public agency
know? By measuring the performance not
just of the entire agency, but also of the
various units within the agency, its leaders
can obtain some answers to these questions.

These lessons will only be tentative. For
the managers are struggling to learn what is
going on inside their organizational black box.
How is the agency converting its inputs into
its outputs? This is never obvious. Sure, the
organization has some technology—some
hardware whose behavior is relatively predict-
able. But this hardware doesn’t do the real
work. People do. And how these people
behave—how they think, act, and interact
—affects performance. To learn what is going
on inside this black box, the agency’s leaders
need some performance measures.

(8) To improve: The first seven reasons for
measuring performance are all subordinate to
the eighth reason: to improve. After all, wheth-
er an agency’s managers are using their per-
formance measures to budget, to motivate, or
to learn, they are undertaking these manage-
rial responsibilities in an effort to improve.

Yet, how might this improvement happen?
Again, this isn’t obvious. Thus, the agency’s
leaders need to think carefully about how the
measures they are using would or could feed
back to improve performance. These leaders

need a theory—an explicit
understanding of how they
can employ the different per-
formance measurements to
foster real improvements.
Unfortunately, for perfor-
mance improvement, there is
no cookbook.

Today, everyone is into
performance measurement.
But all this measuring is not
an end in itself. For the lead-

ers of any public agency, a performance mea-
sure is useful only if it helps achieve one of
these eight purposes—only if, in the end, it
helps in some way to improve their organiza-
tion’s performance. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Rethinking
Democratic Accountability (Brookings) and a
lecturer at Harvard University's John F. Ken-
nedy School of Government.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education programs
for the public sector, Bob chairs “Driving
Government Performance: Leadership Strat-
egies that Produce Results.” (The next session
is November 14-19, 2004).

For a detailed analysis of this topic, see Bob’s
article: “Why Measure Performance? Different
Purposes Require Different Measures,” Public
Administration Review, vol. 63, no. 5 (Septem-
ber/October 2003) pp. 586-606.
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On why public managers must:

Measure Outputs

“Don’t measure inputs. Don’t measure
processes. Don’t measure outputs. Measure
outcomes.” You’ve heard this advice before?
Indeed, in government, this is standard ad-
vice. The only thing that counts is an out-
come. The only thing worth
counting is an outcome.

This advice is, however,
wrong. Yes, public execu-
tives do have to measure
outcomes. But if they are
really going to ratchet up
the performance of their
agencies, they also have to
measure outputs.

To evaluate the perfor-
mance of a public agency,
its leaders certainly need
outcome measures. Or, at least, they need
something close to outcome measures. After
all, for most public agencies, it is impossible
to measure directly and unambiguously the
true outcome that it is charged with achiev-
ing. Moreover, any evaluation of performance
has to take into account outside influences
such as the economy or the weather. This is
the ubiquitous attribution problem: How
much of an improvement in outcomes can be
credited to the work of the agency? How
much should be credited to the work of fami-
lies or to the impact of sunspots? Evaluation
does require outcome measures, but even
when they exist, evaluation is rarely simple.

Moreover, for other important managerial
purposes, outcome measures are completely
useless. For example, to motivate public

employees—as well as their collaborators in
the nonprofit and for-profit sectors—to focus
their intelligence and energy on improving
performance, most true outcomes don’t work.
These outcomes will only be realized (at least

in any measurable magni-
tude) far in the future.

For a public health
agency, the desired out-
come is obvious: healthier
citizens. Unfortunately,
neither the agency nor its
employees actually produce
healthy citizens. Rather
they do things that contrib-
ute (mostly indirectly) to
people’s health.

Moreover, for a public
agency to have a significant impact on the
health of citizens may take years, maybe
decades. Measurable improvements may
require significant changes in citizen behavior,
and to inspire such changes in real humans is
never easy. Evaluating the impact of the work
of a public health agency—indeed of most
public agencies—requires outcome measures
spanning many years.

Unfortunately, such multi-year or multi-
decade measures are not apt to inspire today’s
work. How many people get up in the morning
motivated to do something today that—if the
agency’s strategy proves effective—might have
a small impact on some outcome decades
later? How many people who work for a public
health agency will focus on today’s work
because it might mean that hypertension will
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be 2 percent, or 5 percent, or even 10 percent
lower in 2024? Outcome measures provide
little focus for month-to-month, day-to-day
work. They lack the immediacy that can
generate enthusiasm to tackle today’s tasks.

Moreover, public employees don’t directly
create these outcomes. Neither do public
agencies. Public agencies and their employees
do, however, produce outputs. And, to moti-
vate their people, an agency’s leaders have to
measure what they actually produce. They
have to measure outputs.

Before an agency’s lead-
ers can engage in this output
measurement, however, they
have to decide what outputs
to measure. This is rarely
obvious. It depends upon the
theory that these leaders
have about the causal link
between the agency’s out-
puts and its outcomes.

What might a public
health agency do to improve citizen health?
For some aspects of health, this is clear. For
example, immunizing children against the
traditional childhood diseases is a very effec-
tive strategy. The causal link between immu-
nization and health is very strong. Stick the
needle in the child’s arm, and there is a 95
percent chance that he or she will be immu-
nized against the disease.

This, however, is very unusual. Most of
the actions taken by most public agencies are
only tenuously linked to the desired
outcomes. Consequently, in choosing a strat-
egy for a public agency, its leaders are mak-
ing a judgment about the available causal
links. Choosing a strategy is essentially the
same as choosing a cause-and-effect theory.

If, in seeking to reduce the hypertension
rate, the leaders of a public health agency
choose to focus on direct counseling of sus-
ceptible citizens, they are—either explicitly or
implicitly—assuming that this strategy is

more likely to produce the desired outcomes
than other available strategies.

Then, to motivate their employees to pur-
sue this chosen strategy with both smarts and
energy, these leaders have to measure out-
puts. They have to measure the number of
citizens counseled.

Moreover, they have to measure this out-
put against explicit performance targets—
targets for the number of people counseled by
each employee team. And then, of course, they

need to invent ways to
reward these teams—not
with money but with esteem
opportunities.

These outputs have to be
related to the outcomes. This
is where evaluation comes
in. The leaders of the organi-
zation have created the
agency’s strategy based on
their cause-and-effect theory
that links their outputs to

improvements in the outcomes. Still, this is
only a theory. And, like any theory, it needs
testing. An evaluation using outcome
measures is the way to test this theory.

To motivate improved performance, how-
ever, public executives need performance tar-
gets—production targets—combined with
output measures that focus everyone’s atten-
tion on producing those outputs. d
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On the value of creating:

Esteem Opportunities

Motivating people: It’s a challenge in any
organization—public, private, or nonprofit.
The leaders need a strategy for convincing
people to pursue the organization’s mission
with energy and intelligence. And once the
organization becomes so
large that these leaders
cannot personally work
with every individual—and
this isn’t very large—they
need to get others to help
with this responsibility.

To do so, they create
teams—groups who work
together on specific assign-
ments. When a team is
given a job, its members
take over the responsibility
for motivation. They moti-
vate each other. Given a complicated task to
complete by a specific date, a team automati-
cally divides up the work into sub-tasks and
assigns them to individuals or to sub-teams
that further subdivide the work.

The success of this team depends upon
the success of every individual. Indeed, the
success of each individual depends upon the
success of every other individual. Thus, they
motivate each other: “I can’t do my job unless
you do yours.”

Often, this is called “peer pressure”: the
members of the team push their colleagues to
get their jobs done. But this peer-pressure
phrase comes with a slightly negative conno-
tation. In both the psychological literature
and in colloquial speech, people associate the

words “peer pressure” with the three evils of
teen-age behavior: drugs, sex, and rock ‘n roll.
When people speak of peer pressure, they are
usually referring to a group of unsavory char-
acters who are coercing a more ethical col-

league to do something that
is sinful or corrupt.

Thus, if the managerial
challenge is to motivate the
people in public agencies to
pursue their mission with
dedication and creativity,
the idea of “peer pressure”
carries the wrong connota-
tion. It’s too negative. Con-
sequently, I’m experiment-
ing with the concept of “es-
teem opportunity.”

What do you remember from Psychology
101? If you remember anything, it might be
Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs.” At the
bottom of this hierarchy are the basic require-
ments of human existence: food, shelter, and
safety. Next is the need for love and compan-
ionship. Until people have satisfied these
needs, they are motivated to obtain them.

Once these needs are fulfilled, however, a
higher desire emerges—the need for “self-
esteem, and for the esteem of others.” By self-
esteem, Maslow means not a fanciful feeling of
self-importance, but a sense of personal worth
that “is soundly based upon real capacity,
achievement and respect from others.” It is a
desire for “reputation or prestige,” for “recogni-
tion, attention, importance or appreciation.”
Once people have satisfied their needs for
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food, shelter, safety, love, and companion-
ship, concludes Maslow, they will be moti-
vated by their need to earn this esteem.

The human pursuit of esteem explains
how creating a team can foster positive moti-
vation. People who need companionship will
be motivated by peer pressure. They will
indeed seek to conform with the coercive
demands of people whose companionship
they desire. But for those who have satisfied
their need for companionship, peer pressure
alone is not motivational. These people need
esteem. And this new need
can be satisfied only through
real accomplishment.

This is why teams can be
so motivational. A team can
give each member a signifi-
cant sub-task to accomplish.
And all members know that
each sub-task is significant
because they understand the
linkages among these sub-
tasks and their connection to
the larger assignment. Not only is every mem-
ber dependent upon everyone else. Each also
knows that, if he or she does an exemplary
job, the rest of the team cannot fail to recog-
nize the significance of the achievement.

Thus, by creating teams, public executives
do more than organize and divvy up the work.
By creating teams, they also motivate the
work. By creating teams, they do more than
abet peer pressure. By giving a team a spe-
cific and important assignment with a clear
deadline, the organization’s leaders provide
the team’s members with the opportunity to
acquire self esteem—their own sense of per-
sonal accomplishment. At the same time,
these leaders also give the team’s members
the opportunity to earn the kind of respect
from their peers that comes only by doing
something worthwhile.

When an individual works alone—when
his or her work is not critical to the work of
others (or if that dependency exists but is

unrecognized)—he or she has no opportunity
to earn the respect of others. Indeed, the
individual lacks an effective way to gauge
whether his or her accomplishment is signifi-
cant. By putting people in teams, public exec-
utives create both a personal benchmark for
each individual’s work and the opportunity for
every member’s achievement to be recognized.

Executives have two ways in which they
can create “esteem opportunities.” The first is
to create the opportunity to accomplish some-
thing significant. The second is to create the

opportunity to be recognized
by peers and colleagues for
this accomplishment.

Such recognition can be
conferred in many ways—
with a simple, yet public,
thank you, or with a large
ceremony. The magnitude of
this recognition ought to
match the magnitude of the
accomplishment. After all,
real esteem can only be

earned through real achievement.

Teams can motivate with both peer pres-
sure and esteem opportunities. With peer
pressure, the message is individual and nega-
tive: “Hey: I can’t do my job if you screw up
yours.” With esteem opportunities, the mes-
sage is collective and positive: “Wow: We were
all able to complete our important assignment
because you did such a super job.” d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Rethinking
Democratic Accountability (Brookings) and a
lecturer at Harvard University's John F. Ken-
nedy School of Government.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
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custom-designed executive programs for
public agencies.
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On the ubiquity of:

Dumb Rules

At Fenway Park, the green cathedral where
the Boston Red Sox are opening the 2004
baseball season, Rob Barry is at the top of his
game. Barry specializes in the long toss. Yet,
he is not another young phenom whom Boston
found on its Double-A farm
team. He’s been demon-
strating his control at
Fenway Park for decades.

Rob Barry doesn’t throw
his long toss between starts
or when he’s warming up
for another game. Barry is
not a pitcher. Barry doesn’t
even throw baseballs.

Barry specializes in
peanuts—tossing bags of
them high over the heads of
fans, straight into the hands of his designated
customer. The crowd loves it. Even people who
don’t like peanuts buy them from rows away,
just to catch Barry’s long toss. And then other
fans—captivated by the control that some of
Boston’s pitchers could envy—buy more pea-
nuts. For decades, Barry has been delighting
Red Sox Nation and selling tons of peanuts.

Barry’s managers are not, however, always
delighted. Aramark, the Fenway Park conces-
sionaire, has reprimanded Barry several
times. Indeed, a while back, they actually fired
him. Why? Because he throws the peanuts.

Every time Barry throws a bag of peanuts,
he violates one of Aramark’s rules. And you
thought government—indeed, your own juris-
diction—had a monopoly on dumb rules.

Dumb rules are not just a government
problem. They are a large-organization prob-
lem. Once organizations become large enough
that their leaders cannot communicate per-
sonally with everyone, they create rules.

These rules do have a
rationale. They ensure that
everyone in the organiza-
tion behaves properly—that
all of them do the right
things; that none of them
do the wrong things. Every
time an organization dis-
covers something that ev-
eryone should do—or
should not do—it creates
another rule.

Some rules are designed
to guarantee that people behave consis-
tently—to ensure, for example, that all peanut
vendors charge the same price. Because gov-
ernment needs to treat everyone consistently
—because it needs to be fair to all employees
and citizens —it has lots of rules to guarantee
this consistency. One of the public sector’s
cardinal imperatives is: be absolutely fair.

Other rules are designed to prevent people
from doing bad things—to ensure, for example,
that peanut vendors don’t wound fans with
airborne peanut bags. After all, someone could
sue. And once an organization finds itself
vulnerable to potential law suits, it immedi-
ately creates new rules to insulate it from such
a threat. If an organization fears that a fan
might get hit by a bag of peanuts and sue, it
responds—with a rule.

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport


Bob Behn's Public Management Report April 2004

Dumb Rules (continued) page 2

To subscribe or unsubscribe send an e-mail to: TheBehnReport@ksg.harvard.edu.  Thanks.

Telling peanut vendors not to throw the
peanuts is like telling the fans not to drop the
shells on the floor. Sure, the vendors could
pass the peanuts sedately down the aisle. And
the patrons might expect that at Symphony
Hall. At Fenway Park, however, the fans want
to see the peanuts thrown—rule or no rule.

Moreover, the purpose of the Boston Red
Sox—of its ball players and of its peanut
vendors—is to entertain. Sometimes this
entertainment comes from a well-turned
double play. Sometimes it comes from a well-
thrown bag of peanuts.

Rules are not the only
way to affect the behavior of
people in organizations. In
fact, they are a poor mecha-
nism for ensuring that peo-
ple do the right thing while
preventing them from doing
the wrong thing. Two, much
more effective strategies are
purpose and culture.

After all, even the most dedicated ruler
cannot create a rule for every possible circum-
stance. And when faced with a situation for
which there is no rule, the organization needs
people who can respond intelligently—people
who will pursue the organization's basic
purpose—whether it is to sell peanuts or
protect the environment—without doing
anything really stupid.

This is the role of purpose and culture.
They provide the basis on which people
throughout the organization can make intellig-
ent choices—choices that further the organi-
zation’s purpose. They provide the basis on
which people can avoid making mistakes.
Indeed, an organization's purpose provides the
basis for its culture. The culture only makes
sense to the extent that it helps the organiza-
tion accomplish its purpose.

All public agencies have a mission. Often it
is posted on the wall of the lobby and printed
on the back of business cards. Operationally,

however, this vague definition of purpose has
little impact.  Employees view the mission
statement as just more boiler plate.

The challenge for the leaders of any public
agency is to embed that mission in the culture
—in the operating norms and informal proce-
dures that everyone implicitly follows. The
leaders need to create an ethic built upon the
public purposes their agency was created to
pursue—an ethic that guides the behavior of
individuals in a wide variety of situations for
which there is no precedent.

Of course, it is easier to
establish another rule than
to foster a culture dedicated
to a purpose. And it is much
easier to create yet another
rule when the organization
has failed to figure out what
its real purpose is. If the
leaders of any organization—
public or private—are unable
to define clearly the purpose
they are trying to achieve,

they cannot create a consistent, mission-
driven culture. Thus, they resort to rules.

Yet, if an organization creates too many
rules, it soon has incompatible rules—rules
that contradict not only each other but also
the purpose for which the organization exists.

Rules such as: Don't throw the peanuts. d
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On the embarrassment of:

Grading Agencies

Any teacher—from first grade through
graduate school—dreads grading students. It’s
no fun. But that isn’t the real reason that
teachers hate grading. There are two, other,
much more significant reasons.

First, grading takes
time. If the instructor is
conscientious, grading can
take a lot of time. To be fair
to every student, he or she
must be diligent. The in-
structor has to read each
paper carefully—perhaps
twice—to be sure that the
work of a student who is
awarded a higher grade
than another truly deserves
it. Unless the students are
simply checking boxes on a
multiple-choice exam—in which case the
grading can be done by a machine—the in-
structor must invest a lot of time to ensure
that every grade is, indeed, fair.

The second reason why an instructor
dislikes grading is even more fundamental. An
instructor does not need to be in the teaching
business very long to realize that any grade
does not just reflect on the students’ learning.
It also reflects on the instructor’s teaching.

When students fail to perform well on a
test, on a short essay, or on a major project,
the instructor wonders: “Whose fault is it? Did
the students perform poorly because they are
stupid, incompetent, and lazy? Or did they
perform poorly, because I didn’t teach well?
Perhaps—just perhaps—it is my own fault.”

Any honest answer to the teacher’s ques-
tion can be embarrassing. That is why instruc-
tors are always looking to improve their teach-
ing. They recognize that they are grading not
simply the students but also themselves.

In government, how-
ever, those who seek to
grade public agencies rare-
ly grasp this elementary
insight. The graders simply
assume that, if an agency is
doing a poor job, it is obvi-
ously its leaders’, manag-
ers’, and employees’ own
fault. Yet in two ways, the
graders themselves have af-
fected the grades they are
assigning to others.

First, an agency’s performance clearly
depends upon the resources and flexibility
that it has been allocated. Unlike a business,
a public agency cannot generate its own re-
sources. Rare is the agency that even gets to
keep its own fees. In most governments, agen-
cies that collect fees for some of their services
must return them to the general fund to be
allocated by the legislature.

Thus, the leaders of any public agency are
constantly begging for resources. They can
always argue that, because they improved
performance this year, their agency deserves
more resources next year. But budget deci-
sions are, rightfully, political decisions. And
past performance is only one of the many
factors that elected officials should consider
when negotiating the annual budget.
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Moreover, most public agencies don’t get to
set their own operating rules. The legislature
and the internal regulatory units do that. And
in a government dedicated more to preventing
scandal than to producing results, winning
operating flexibility can be quite difficult.

Second, an agency’s performance depends
upon its mission. Managing an agency with a
clear mandate is much easier than managing
one with an ambiguous or conflicting one. In
what kind of public agency will winning a high
grade be easier? (1) In a check-writing agency
that everyone agrees is pri-
marily responsible for putt-
ing accurate and timely
checks in the mail? (2) Or in
a regulatory agency that is
subject to constant and vo-
ciferous debate with some
interests arguing that it
needs to be tougher to
achieve its obvious benefits
while others assert that its
work is destructive and thus
that it should be eliminated?

Of course, the reason that an agency has
a conflicting mandate is because society—or,
at least, the legislature—has yet to resolve
exactly what its mission should be. Yet the
existence of the conflict over the agency’s
fundamental mission makes it difficult to
manage. Not only does this conflict make the
organization’s operations more delicate. It also
requires its top leadership to invest much of
its time coping with the conflicting demands
from the battling interests.

The graders, however, never seem to take
this into account. It is relatively easy to man-
age any organization—public, non-profit, or
for-profit—that has been given a specific,
unambiguous, and widely-accepted perfor-
mance target to achieve along with the re-
sources and flexibility necessary to achieve it.
It is exhausting to manage an organization
with a vague or contested mission, or one that
lacks its own capacity to achieve its mission.
We don’t have to make it humiliating too.

Yes: Creative public executives can figure
out how to improve performance even when
faced with conflicting mandates, inadequate
resources, and complex constraints. They can
mobilize constituencies around core purposes,
focus resources, and creatively circumvent
constraints. But shouldn’t any effort to grade
public agencies reflect the rather obvious
differences in these realities?

Whenever Congress, a legislature, or a city
council belittles a public agency, its members
ought to ask the teacher’s question. Whenever

an Office of Management
and Budget, or a state in-
spector general, or a munici-
pal auditor assigns a low
rating to a public agency, its
leaders ought to ask the
teacher’s question. When-
ever journalists or scholars,
give a poor grade to a public
agency, they ought to ask
the teacher’s question.
Whenever citizens complain
about the failure of a public

agency to deliver their service effectively,
efficiently, instantaneously, and at zero cost,
they too ought to ask the teacher’s question:

Is this a failure of the agency’s leaders,
managers, and employees, who are stupid,
incompetent, and lazy? Or perhaps—just
perhaps—is it my own fault?

An honest answer can be embarrassing. d
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On the management challenge of:

Beating Expectations

A while back, The New York Times an-
nounced across the front page of its business
section:  "Hewlett-Packard Beats Wall St.
Expectations." HP had reported quarterly
profits of 24¢ per share—8¢ above its earnings
for the same quarter in the
previous year and 2¢ above
expectations. And this good
news created a 9-percent
bounce in HP’s stock price.

HP had not, however,
miraculously solved the
slump that plagues the
high-tech sector. The unit
that makes its acclaimed
printers produced quarterly
profits nearly equal to those
for the previous year. But
earnings for HP’s Services
Group slipped, while the other groups again
reported quarterly loses. Collectively, however,
these loses were less than the year before.

Hewlett-Packard had not turned itself—
and all of its units—completely around. But it
had accomplished something that was, even
more important: HP had beaten expectations.

While Carleton Fiorina, HP's chief execu-
tive, was announcing this success, she was
simultaneously managing expectations for the
next quarter. HP wasn't expecting much
growth in corporate spending on information
technology, she warned. Neither was it expect-
ing much growth in the consumer sector.

Thus, HP cautioned Wall Street not to raise
its expectations for the firm's profits during

the next quarter. HP was on track, Fiorina told
the investment community that evaluates
management progress, rates corporate stocks,
and establishes expectations. They should
expect steady yet slow improvement but not

get too exuberant.

Fiorina's performance
was masterful. She claimed
success for beating past
expectations while simulta-
neously dampening future
expectations so that she
could beat them again.

Indeed, in business,
beating expectations is the
name of the game. It isn't
how much you earned dur-
ing the last quarter or the

last year. Rather, you and your organization
are evaluated in comparison with expectations.
If earnings are up, but not up to the expected
level, you lose. If your earnings are negative,
but those losses aren't as big as expected, you
win. Thus, the challenge facing corporate
leadership is to establish realistic expecta-
tions—expectations that are significant enough
to suggest that the firm will make progress but
modest enough to be beaten.

The same applies in politics. Don't forget:
Senator Eugene McCarthy did not beat Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson in the 1968 New Hamp-
shire primary. McCarthy actually lost. But, in
winning 42% of the vote to Johnson's 50%,
McCarthy beat expectations. Indeed, he ham-
mered expectations. Politically, McCarthy
"won" and Johnson dropped out of the race.

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport


Bob Behn's Public Management Report February 2004

Beating Expectations (continued) page 2

To subscribe or unsubscribe send an e-mail to: TheBehnReport@ksg.harvard.edu.  Thanks.

In 1968, McCarthy didn't need to dampen
expectations. None of the pundits—politics’
equivalent of Wall Street analysts—expected
this unknown, poetry-spouting, senator to
capture anything but the anti-war, fringe vote
against one of the master politicians of the
age. For McCarthy, just getting 21% would
have beaten expectations.

To win at politics, as every presidential
campaign  reminds us, the first step is to
manage expectations. During the 2000 elec-
tion, when George Bush debated Al Gore, the
Bush team repeatedly re-
minded journalists that Gore
was an excellent debater
while their candidate often
had trouble with his syntax.
When Gore and Bush de-
bated on television and ap-
peared to be equally articu-
late, Bush beat expectations,
and thus he won.

This same challenge—
establishing, then beating,
expectations—faces the leadership team of
every public agency from the Department of
Defense to the local school district. All public
agencies have to beat expectations. Before
they can do that, however, they have to create
these expectations.

For if they don't establish—or, at least,
influence—expectations, they are doomed.
They will have to match the expectations
established by others. And these others—
stakeholders,  journalists, legislators—have
little interest in creating expectations that can
be easily met. In fact, they usually have the
opposite incentive. Because such outsiders
want the agency to accomplish even more,
even faster, they inevitably set expectations as
high as possible. They do not see creating
reasonable expectations as in their interest.

"If we can put a man on the moon, we can
certainly . . . " See: There is no reason not to
create outlandish expectations. The U.S.
military is expected to beat any enemy quickly

and without any loss of American lives. After
all, we are the sole remaining superpower.
Amtrak is expected to run the trains on time
and at a profit over tracks owned and main-
tained by other railroads and through the
districts of every influential member of Con-
gress. The Centers for Disease Control is ex-
pected to prevent the outbreak of any conta-
gion, even though it can't control the behavior
of individual carriers.

Nevertheless, the leaders of public agencies
can use performance targets to mobilize and

focus resources. By creating
one or two goals that require
the agency to significantly
ratchet up performance,
leaders clearly signal what is
important. A performance
t a r g e t  g i v e s  p e o p l e
something significant to
accomplish—a real reason to
work both hard and smart.
And it rewards people with a
clear triumph when they
achieve their goal.

The agency's leaders need not, however,
announce these targets to the world. The
leadership challenge is to set big expectations
for internal achievement while creating modest
expectations among outside observers. Then,
by meeting—indeed beating—expectations, the
agency can establish a reputation for effective-
ness that can earn it additional flexibility and
perhaps even some additional resources. d
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On the limitations of:

Pay for Performance

Everyone loves pay for performance. Just
ask anybody. No one argues that people ought
not to be paid for their performance. Everyone
believes that his or her organization will per-
form better if people are paid for their perfor-
mance. For several reasons,
this confidence is perfectly
reasonable.

After all, on what basis
—other than performance
—would you pay people?
Longevity has a long tradi-
tion in government. Yet, it
creates the wrong incen-
tives. Why should anyone
do any work if you are paid
for simply sticking around?
Regardless of whether the
pay boost is a one-time bo-
nus or a permanent increase in base pay, it
ought to go to the top performers. It’s a sim-
ple, obvious, common-sense theory.

Unfortunately, to implement this pay-for-
performance theory, someone has to work out
the pay-for-performance details. And getting
these details right is very difficult. Who gets to
decide who gets a pay boost of how much for
what kind of performance? This one sentence
raises four very complicated questions.

First, who does the deciding? This, you
might respond, is easy: The boss decides. The
boss knows how each individual has per-
formed. But which boss? Traditional public
agencies are hierarchies; each person has one
boss. In reality, however, people have multiple
bosses. They work on teams, on special pro-

jects, about which the official “boss” may have
little knowledge. Often a large number of other
people (including peers and subordinates)
have some detailed knowledge—and quite
different perspectives—about how any individ-

ual has performed over a
diversity of tasks. Which of
them gets a say in the deci-
sion? How, indeed, does the
decision get made?

Second, who gets a pay
boost? That is: How many
people are eligible for either
the bonus or the raise? In
government, we tend to
limit the number to some-
thing like 20 or 25 percent
of employees. But what if
the supervisor has re-

cruited a high-performing team? Should only
20 percent be eligible? Does this suggest that,
if you want to win a pay boost, you should
choose to work on a low-performing team? 

If only 20 percent of the people win the pay
boost, 80 percent will be automatically labeled
losers. On their confidential performance eval-
uations, many of them will have been rated, as
meeting or even exceeding expectations. Pub-
licly, however, they will be rated as losers.

And most of us don’t think of ourselves as
losers. Just ask us. In a survey of New Jersey
school principals, 72 percent rated themselves
among the top 10 percent of the state’s princi-
pals. Impressive. (Better move to New Jersey;
your children will have an excellent chance of
getting a top-10-percent education.)
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So what happens when the pay-for-perfor-
mance system automatically labels 80 percent
of these people as losers? Surprise! They are
depressed. This is motivational? 

Third, how much is the pay boost? $1000?
$5000? One state legislature—in its effort to
improve the performance of all state employ-
ees—created a $400 bonus for the top 20
percent of the people in each unit. Divided into
their 12, monthly, pay checks for the next
year, the winners got an extra $33.33 per
month—before taxes. What impact do you
think this performance bo-
nus had on performance?

Fourth, what counts as
good performance? Different
people do different tasks. So
how does the boss (or the
pay-for-performance com-
mittee) compare those who
picked the apples with those
who picked the oranges?
Maybe oranges (because
they contain more Vitamin
C) are more important. Thus, the top-perform-
ing orange pickers ought to get the pay boost.
One result, of course, is that the best apple
pickers will seek to transfer to the orange-
picking unit. Still, if apple picking is impor-
tant, it may be necessary to reward a few good
apple pickers (even if the really best pickers
have all transferred to oranges).

And, how do you deal with team perfor-
mance? After all, most of government’s work
isn’t done by individuals but by teams. Teams
are essential when the task requires many
different talents: orange pickers, ladder hold-
ers, box packers, box carriers. Sure, the
actual pickers are more important than the
ladder holders. But if the orange-picking
team’s performance improved significantly, is
this solely because of the star pickers or is it
because the team’s box packers learned how
to be both quicker and more careful? And
what do you do if every one of the orange-
picking teams meets its stretch-target of
improving performance by 20 percent?

The core fallacy of pay for performance is
that money is not a great motivator.  People do
need enough to feed their families, to meet
other basic needs, and to afford those few
luxuries that they truly desire. Most people,
however, do not choose to work in government
to maximize their income.

If people need the modest sum awarded in
most public-sector pay-for-performance
schemes, they can probably do it more
quickly—and with more certainty—by taking a
second, weekend job at the local mall.

Pay for performance is a
wonderful theory—a particu-
larly attractive theory for
anyone who believes that he
or she is a top performer.
Unfortunately, as with most
government activities, the
details matter. They matter a
lot. In fact, to create a pay-
for-performance system that
actually motivates—that
does not demotivate every-

one—you have to get a lot of the details very,
very right. And with the limitations that we
citizens impose on our government—limita-
tions on both expenditures and on perceptions
—government has a very hard time getting the
pay-for-performance details even close to right.

Government needs to pay people enough to
attract real talent. Then, to motivate them, it
needs to use not money but the significance of
the mission they are attempting to achieve. d
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On the delusion of:

Cookbook Management

If you have $45 to burn, buy a copy of
Implementing Global Performance Measurement

Systems by Ferdinand Tesoro and Jack
Tootson. It isn't a terrible book. It offers some

useful insights into the challenge of perfor-
mance measurement.

I do object, however, to

the book’s subtitle: "A
Cookbook Approach." For

indeed, the authors do
promise a performance-

measurement cookbook.
They provide "a four-stage

performance-measurement
process"; "a simple, easy-

to-follow linear approach";
15 different "tools" includ-

ing both a "cost-benefit
analysis spreadsheet" and a

"technology checklist for measurement report-
ing"; plus numerous "templates" to "make it

easy for you to fill in the gaps."

For any public executive who has struggled
with the challenge of creating and using

performance measures, a "cookbook" that
costs a mere $45 is certainly a bargain.

Unfortunately, this cookbook is written for

the private-sector cook. One of the early
templates is for calculating a return on invest-

ment —in dollars. Most public executives can't
make this calculation. Unless they run an

internal services organization (such as an IT
unit that sells its services to line units) or a

public utility (such as a municipal water
authority), they can't fill in this template.

My objection to this book is, however, more
fundamental. For the implication behind the

word "cookbook" is that any idiot can use it.
You don’t need any technical knowledge. You

don't need any real understanding of why
what works. Just follow the

instructions, stupid.

How much do you have
to know about cooking to

follow the instructions in
the Joy of Cooking? Not

much. You do have to know
how to boil water and turn

on the oven. How much
equipment do you need?

Again, not much. You do
need a few pots and pans.

You need a measuring cup
and measuring spoons, and

you need to know what they measure. You
need to be able to read your watch.

By the time you are a teenager, you have

mastered these few prerequisites. For each
dish, the cookbook lists the exact ingredients

that you need and provides a series of very
linear steps. Assemble the ingredients, follow

the steps, and voila. It may not be a master-
piece, but it is certainly edible.

Even if you set your oven to 325º rather

than 350º, the cake will come out okay. Even
if you cooked it for 30 minutes rather than 35

minutes, it will come out okay. After all, you
can use a simple tool, the toothpick, to per-

form a rudimentary test to determine whether
the cake is done and your work is finished.
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Unfortunately, the simple, easy-to-follow,
linear steps for leading a public agency cannot

be found in any cookbook. They don't exist.
Your kitchen is a controlled environment. You

get to choose the ingredients; no one else tells
you what you get to use—and what you don't

get to use. You get to choose the utensils. You
get to choose when you will do your cooking.

And if the kids are making too much noise,
you can yell back: "Get out of my kitchen."

Imagine being instructed to bake a cake

from scratch. But imagine being denied the
opportunity to use sugar or

a cake pan. Imagine being
told that you couldn't turn

the oven above 150 degrees.
Imagine being instructed to

do this at 3:00 in the morn-
ing, while numerous people

give you conflicting instruc-
tions. To bake a credible

cake under such conditions,
you need more than a

cookbook. You need to un-
derstand the  culinary

principles behind any effort to combine flour,
milk, eggs, sugar, baking powder, etc.

To learn how to lead a public agency, you

have to go to culinary school. You have to
understand why you beat the egg whites for

30 seconds not 50 seconds. You have to
understand why you cook some cakes at 325º

and some at 350º. Only when you understand
all of these underlying principles can you

respond creatively to a new set of circum-
stances not covered in any of the cookbooks.

Today, at all levels of government, we

search for the performance-measurement
system. We don't use the phrase "performance

measurement cookbook." But that's what we
want. We want a single system that will func-

tion on automatic pilot under all circum-
stances serving up performance measures

that will somehow—miraculously— ratchet up
performance. How? We don't know. We don't

have the foggiest idea. We simply assume that
if we create a performance-measurement

cookbook, and if we require all public agencies
to use the one, single recipe in this cookbook,

performance will pop out of the oven, done
precisely to everyone's liking.

Cookbooks are seductive. They promise

that we can produce something without much
thinking. They promise that we can accom-

plish something significant if we just follow the
idiot-proof instructions. They promise that we

can accomplish something significant even
though we don't understand the underlying

principles behind these instructions.

Yes, each chapter in the
Joy of Cooking begins with

some discussion of some
general points that apply, for

example, to all cakes. But
you don't have to read that

part. Yes, the authors of Im-
plementing Global Perfor-

mance Measurement Systems
do examine how you might

customize one of their tools.
Yes, they do offer some in-

sights into the principles behind their tools.

Still, they don't merely use the word "cook-
book" as a metaphor. The authors propose a

"system" and permit readers to infer that if
they will just follow this system the perfor-

mance measures will pop out of the oven done
to perfection. They are literally selling a

performance-measurement cookbook.

Sorry. There isn't any such thing. d
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We search for a single

performance-measurement
system that will function on

automatic pilot under all cir-
cumstances serving up perfor-

mance measures that will
so m e h o w— m i r a c u l o u s ly

—ratchet up performance.

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/thebehnreport
mailto:TheBehnReport@ksg.harvard.edu
http://ksgnotes1.harvard.edu/degreeprog/courses.nsf/wzByDirectoryName/RobertBehn
http://www.brook.edu/press/books/democratic_accountability.htm
http://www.brook.edu/press/books/democratic_accountability.htm
http://www.execprog.com/programs.asp?programid=92&displaymode=view
http://www.execprog.com/programs.asp?programid=92&displaymode=view
http://www.execprog.org/programs.asp?programid=157&displaymode=view
http://www.execprog.org/programs.asp?programid=157&displaymode=view
http://www.execprog.com/custom.asp?displaymode=listall
http://www.execprog.com/custom.asp?displaymode=listall


 Bob Behn's Vol. 1, No. 3, November 2003
Copyright © 2003 by Robert D. Behn

Public Management Report
An occasional (and maybe insightful) examination of the issues, dilemmas, challenges, and
opportunities in leadership, governance, management, and performance in public agencies.

On the characteristics of:

Friendly Competition

Mention the word “competition,” and what
comes to mind? Athletic competition. You may
be a fan of baseball, or badminton, or
NASCAR. Regardless, “competition” is, if only
implicitly, short for some kind of sports com-
petition. And this kind of
competition can motivate.

Indeed, we often at-
tempt to capitalize on the
motivation of competition in
non-athletic circumstances.
The benefits of our free-
enterprise system derive
from the inherent competi-
tion among firms. And, we
try to introduce the motiva-
tional benefits of competi-
tion into government by
offering prizes for excellent
schools or bonuses for excellent employees.

Competition motivates the competitors to
try to win—to win whatever prize (or mere
recognition) comes from winning. At least, it
motivates those who think they have a chance
of winning. Andre Agassi explained how com-
petition motivated him: “It has meant a lot to
me to challenge the best players in the world
and to beat them. And it means a lot to me to
be out here and fighting for the title and, you
know, it hurts not to win it.”

But how motivated are the individuals who
play for the San Diego Chargers? Nine weeks
into the National Football League’s 2003
season, this team has won one game and lost
eight. The Chargers are not going to win the
Super Bowl. The Chargers are not going to

make the playoffs. They will be lucky to win
two of their 16 games. And they know it.

Their coach may try to tell them differently.
But they know. Every single player knows—

and so does every single
member of every player’s
family. The Chargers are
dead. The team’s chance of
winning anything that
might be legitimately called
“winning” is zero. They
aren’t fighting for the title.
They do not expect to chal-
lenge the world’s best foot-
ball players and beat them.

So how motivated are
the Chargers’ players to win
their next game? How will-

ing is any individual to do something great for
the team? Sure, each player is motivated to do
things that will make him look good—to do
things that can earn him a job next year,
preferably with a better team. But no player is
going to sacrifice very much for the good of
this team. No one is going to jeopardize his
future to help the team win. They are primarily
motivated to survive for another year.

Johns Hopkins University is noted for its
research particularly that of its medical school
faculty. In addition, undergraduate competi-
tion at this university has added a word to our
vocabulary: “throating.”

For students don’t just go to Johns
Hopkins’ School of Medicine. Undergraduates
go to its School of Arts and Sciences so that
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they can then get into a medical school. And
here the competition is fierce. After all, only a
fixed number of Johns Hopkins pre-med
students will be accepted by Harvard or Duke.

Thus, competition among pre-med stu-
dents can be ruthless. Students have been
known to steal a classmate’s notes or even to
sabotage someone’s laboratory experiment.
This is “throating.”

Such an absence of cooperation is another
consequence of the fixed-sum competition. If
the number of winners is
strictly limited to either one
or a few, competition can
indeed become cutthroat.
For if you do win, my
chances of winning decrease
—perhaps to zero.

In sports, this is great.
We don’t want the teams to
cooperate. We want them to
compete. If two teams coop-
erated, we would call it col-
lusion. This is why the bonus that baseball
players earn by playing in the World Series is
based only on the receipts of the first four (of
the possible seven) games; we don’t want to
encourage the players on these two teams to
cooperate and make sure that the Series goes
a full seven games, just so they can each earn
a bigger bonus. We want the competition to be
cutthroat. It makes for great entertainment.

But in the public sector, we often want to
encourage cooperation not cutthroat competi-
tion. For example, we don’t want just one
school district in our state to win. We want
every school—and thus every student—to win.
Still, we often create a fixed-sum competition.

For example, a state can create competi-
tion among its schools and school districts by
awarding some kind of prize to, say, the top 20
percent of the schools based on some criteria
—such as their test scores (or some kind of
adjusted test scores, or their gain in test
scores). This is competition. This is American.

Yet whom does this competition motivate?
How much does it motivate the San Diego
Chargers of a state’s school systems. If the
superintendent, principals, teachers, students
and parents know that they have zero chance
of winning, how motivated will they be?

And what kind of behavior does this com-
petition motivate? What about a school that
barely won last year and has a chance to win
again this year? Will this school’s teachers be
motivated to share the reasons for their suc-
cess with other schools?

Competition can, how-
ever, be cooperative. Com-
petitors may be quite willing
to divulge their secrets. But
only if doing so does not in-
hibit their own ability to win.

To create such “friendly
competition,” you need to
give every team a chance to
win. You need to give each
team its own performance

target. Different teams can, for any number of
reasons, have different targets, but they do
need to be fair. Then, whenever a team achiev-
es its own target, it wins. And it need not
worry that, by helping other teams also be
successful, it will hurt its chances of winning.

This “friendly competition” not only moti-
vates individual teams to improve perfor-
mance; it also motivates them to cooperate. d
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programs for public agencies.

Friendly competition is competi-

tion not against other teams but

against a target. Thus, it not

only motivates everyone to try

to win. It also motivates them to

help other teams to win —for

doing so does not hurt their

own chances of winning.
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On the motivational impact of:

The List

How can the leaders of government agen-
cies motivate public employees—and teams of
employees—to produce real results? Current
counsel says that you can’t do it without
performance pay: If you don’t pay people for
results, goes this logic, you
can’t motivate performance.

There is, however, a
simpler and cheaper way to
motivate. Call it The List.

Suppose the leaders of a
state department of public
health conclude that their
immunization rate for mea-
sles, mumps, and rubella is
too low. The national rate is
approximately 91 percent,
with state rates ranging
from 83 to 96. In a state with an immunization
rate of 86 percent, officials could easily decide
to devote considerable time, energy, and
resources over the next two years to driving up
this key health indicator to 90 percent.

But, how can the state health commis-
sioner convince public-health employees to
take this performance target seriously? How
can the commissioner motivate field staff to
devote their energy and intelligence to improv-
ing the state-wide immunization rate?

First, the department’s leaders have to
allocate responsibility for achieving the target
among various teams. For example, they could
give each county team the task of ratcheting
up its own immunization rate by two percent-
age points this year and by another two points

next year. Doerr County, with an immuniza-
tion rate of 80 percent, could be given the
target of 82 percent for FY 2004 and 84 per-
cent for FY 2005, while Cronin County, with a
rate of 88 percent could be assigned targets of

90 percent for the first year
and 92 for the second.
Moreover, these annual
targets could be broken
down into quarterly targets.
For FY 2004, Cronin
County would have four
quarterly goals: 88.5, 89.0,
89.5, and 90.0 percent.

Why, however, would
the public-health staff in
Cronin County take these
targets seriously? Why
should they care? After all,

they have a lot of pressing health problems.
“We have to cope with drug abuse, and teen
pregnancy, and AIDS,” some staffers might
respond. “Immunizing children is the parents’
job.” Thus, when the state health commis-
sioner announces the targets, it might gener-
ate only indifference or contempt.

The commissioner can, however, use The
List to engage people’s egos. At the first quar-
terly meeting of the county health officers, the
commissioner can hand out a single piece of
paper with two columns. Column A lists all of
the counties that made their quarterly target.
Column B lists those counties that missed
theirs. If Doerr County surpassed its quarterly
goal of 80.5 percent, it would be in Column A.
If Cronin fell short of its quarterly goal of 88.5
percent, it would be in Column B.
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When the commissioner distributes The
List, what will the county health directors do?
First, each will look to see where his or her
county is listed. Is it in Column A or B? Sec-
ond, each will check whether neighboring
counties are in Column A or B? Finally, they
will all observe that everyone else is doing
precisely the same thing.

The List contains three consequential
pieces of information.

(1) It tells every team how well it is doing.

(2) It tells every team
how well every other
team is doing.

(3) It tells every team
that everyone else
knows how well it is
doing.

The List can be posted on a
big billboard or on the
agency’s Intranet homepage.
The only requirement is that
it activates everybody’s ego by
providing the three key pieces of information.

The List can reveal more than which teams
made their target and which did not; it can
display each team’s total performance during
the last year or quarter. For example, the
health commissioner could include every
county’s immunization rate. Indeed, The List
could contain only one column, with the
counties ranked by their immunization rate.

But suppose, during the first quarter,
Cronin County’s immunization rate slips from
88.0 to 87.5 percent, while Doerr County
significantly improves from 80.0 to 80.5 per-
cent. If the counties are merely listed accord-
ing to their overall rate, Cronin would rank
higher than Doerr. If the state health depart-
ment wants to order the county’s, it might
want to do so by their progress.

Is this fair? That depends upon the equity
of the original allocation of the state-wide
performance target. It would not seem fair to

give every team the same 90-percent target. Is
it reasonable to expect Doerr County to jump
from 80 to 90 percent in just two years? And
what about Cronin County? Does it also get two
years to go from 88 to just 90 percent?

In allocating a performance target—whether
its purpose is to improve the state’s immuniza-
tion rate or to bring a new computer system on
line —the objective is not to create winners and
losers, but to give every team a chance to be a
winner. The state health department wants
every county to improve its immunization rate;

thus, it needs to give every
county the opportunity to
earn a sense of accomplish-
ment through significant im-
provement.

The List creates competi-
tion—but not the athletic
kind of competition, when, at
the end of the season, one
team wins and all of the oth-
ers lose. This competition is
different. Every team can win.

The county teams are not competing
against each other. Each county is competing
against its own target. If a county makes its
performance target, it wins. And when people
see other teams making their targets—teams
that are neither smarter nor more talented
—their own egos can motivate them to do what
is required to move from Column B to Column
A. After all, everyone wants to be a winner. d
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When The List is distributed,
what does everyone do? First,
they all check to see whether
their team is listed among
those that made their goal.
Second, they check to see
whether their friends’ teams
have made their goals.
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On the executive responsibility to set:

Performance Targets

A governor once told all of his department
heads: “Never put a number and a date in the
same sentence.”

Why? To any experienced public executive,
the reason is obvious: Put-
ting a number and a date in
the same sentence is a
commitment. If you merely
hint—let alone guarantee
—that your organization
will produce results X by
date Y, you will focus on
you and your agency more
attention than you can pos-
sibly desire.

Why invite scrutiny?
Doesn’t your organization
get enough surveillance?
Why convert yourself into an even more visible
target, and then distribute free ammunition?
Why would the head of an environmental
agency commit to reducing nitrogen dioxide in
a specific airshed to 50 micrograms per cubic
meters within two years? Why would the head
of a municipal police department commit to
reducing the burglary rate by 50 percent in
two years? To most public executives, putting
a number and a date in the same sentence is
only inviting trouble.

Moreover, the agency’s detractors and
enemies will not be the only ones carefully
monitoring its progress towards producing the
promised results. The agency’s supporters will
be watching too. And few of these observers
will wait patiently until the date Y arrives.
Instead, the original promise will create criti-

cisms such as: “The fiscal year is half over,
and yet the Department of Public Performance
is only a quarter of the way towards its goal.
Obviously, the department needs a new strat-
egy or new leadership—or both.”

Thus, to avoid inviting
more scrutiny, many public
executives have learned—
without any gubernatorial
guidance—to never put a
number and a date in the
same sentence.

Unfortunately, following
this maxim creates its own
problems. For if an organiza-
tion’s leaders have failed to
establish an explicit perfor-
mance target, how will their

people know what they should do and whether
they have been successful?

In contrast, if the leaders commit their
organization—any organization: private, non-
profit or public—to achieving a specific perfor-
mance target by a specific date, everyone in
the organization will know what they must
collectively accomplish. Moreover, the more
public the leaders are in their commitment to
producing X by Y, the more that the people in
the organization will understand that the
performance targets are serious.

Performance targets—specific goals for the
organization to achieve by a specific date—are
essential to performance management. No
leadership team—again, in any organization:
private, nonprofit, or public—can ratchet up
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performance without establishing such explicit
targets.

A performance target provides an unam-
biguous definition of success. It signals what
is important. It tells people what is expected.
It focuses everyone’s attention. A performance
target is the moral equivalent of a crisis.

In a crisis, people can accomplish a lot in
very little time. Whether the crisis is created
by a hurricane, an epidemic, or a war, it
creates a very visible problem. When faced
with a crisis—which creates
both a sense of urgency and
a clear understanding of
what must be done—people
can accomplish amazing
things. In a crisis, people
ratchet up their individual
and collective performance.
That’s the wisdom behind
the old management apho-
rism: “If you don’t have a
crisis, create one.”

A crisis, of course, doesn’t just happen.
People create them. We humans convert
events into crises; we decide what events are
significant and make them very visible. Was
monkeypox a crisis? Or did we humans, afraid
of a world-wide epidemic of a deadly killer like
the ebola virus, make it a crisis? Why isn’t the
annual flu epidemic a crisis? Each year, it kills
many more people than SARS has.

Like a crisis, performance doesn’t just
happen. People create performance. Leaders
decide what targets are significant, make them
very visible, and thus mobilize people.

A crisis mobilizes people. So can perfor-
mance targets. First, however, the organiza-
tion’s leaders have to make these targets real.
They can’t just send out the beginning-of-the-
year memo listing a few targets and then move
on to other things. They have to focus their
own, personal energies on these targets. They
have to establish a sense of urgency. They
have to make these targets visible.

This is the dilemma of performance leader-
ship: You can’t motivate improved perfor-
mance without setting performance targets;
yet setting such targets is the easiest way to
invite scrutiny and criticism. By ratcheting up
the visibility of their performance targets, an
agency’s leaders simultaneously ratchet up
both internal performance and external scru-
tiny.

Nevertheless, public executives can make
their targets more visible internally than exter-
nally. Following the traditional political imper-

ative, many public execu-
tives announce their plans
first—often before they have
developed a coherent strat-
egy. This, however, is not
required by the Constitution.
An agency’s leadership team
can establish their perfor-
mance targets for the year
and make their personal
commitment to achieving
these targets very visible
internally without announc-

ing them to the outside world. Honest. It can
be done. A press conference is not required.
(If, however, the agency announces at the end
of the year that it has indeed produced X,
people will expect next year that it will produce
at least 1.2 X.)

If you don’t have a crisis, create a perfor-
mance target. d

Robert D. Behn is the author of Rethinking
Democratic Accountability (Brookings) and a
lecturer at Harvard University's John F. Ken-
nedy School of Government.

As a member of the team of Kennedy School
faculty who lead executive-education programs
for the public sector, he chairs “Driving Gov-
ernment Performance: Leadership Strategies
that Produce Results” and “KSG Fridays.” He
also conducts custom-designed executive
programs for public agencies.

This is the dilemma of perfor-
mance leadership: You can’t
motivate improved perfor-
mance without setting perfor-
mance targets; yet setting
such targets is the easiest
way to invite scrutiny and
criticism.
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